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Chapter One
 
1827
Pug poked the dead man with the tip of his cutlass and watched as he continued to bleed into the fertile island earth. With his rapier secure in his other hand, Pug scowled and made another cursory investigation around. Men around him kept vigil, faces stoic and all serious.
His thumping heart beat fast, a result of the previous battle and his increasing suspicion. He mentally ran through the few facts he knew. They’d stumbled onto some upheaval which had turned bloody. A revolt, most likely. It wasn’t his battle, and he didn’t normally get involved in the issues of others. All that had changed when his men were attacked.
“Captain! Over here.”
He exhaled and trotted over to where Dravya crouched. The day had very little breeze, and Pug’s clothing stuck to him, making him long for the open ocean and the refreshing air that flowed abundantly. “What is it?”
“Young ones.”
He tensed, drawing in slow, steady breaths. Glancing over the bent dark head, he scowled at the numerous small footprints. One larger set—not a grown man’s size—perhaps a young man or a woman. The one sure thing to get his blood boiling—hurting children. Sheathing his cutlass, he mopped the sweat from his brow, simultaneously tightening his grip on his rapier in the same hand he used to remove the excess moisture from his head. He made a mental check of his weapons as Dravya regained his feet.
The thick air combined the stagnant island scents with those denoting death. Drav headed out at a trot, Pug on his heels. The other men trailed him. They continued on, him trusting Drav to keep them on track. Pushing through ever-thickening foliage, Pug cursed the sweat soaking in the cotton of his shirt.
Noises reached them, and as if a single unit, they all paused. Pug peered behind to the fanned out men. His crew came from all around the world. Men from the desert plains of Egypt, jungles of Africa, the frozen steppes of Russia, the mountains of Portugal, and places in between. And, of course, Drav.
“These men are hunting, Cap.” Drav spoke in his native language.
“The children?”
Shoulders shrugged. “Most likely. A lot of men to find children.”
He’d thought so, too. 
“They may want to harm them. Or whomever is with them.”
Pug frowned. “We should ruin their day.”
“And if they are slavers?”
Again, he tended not to get involved with others’ proclivities, yet slavery was not something he approved of. A feral smile lifted the corners of his lips. “Then, we treat them as we always do. Make sure the children are unharmed.”
He said nothing more to his men. There was no need. They dispersed, vanishing into obscurity, leaving him and Drav alone. Their gazes met, and in Drav’s eyes, he saw the same hunger for battle that flourished within him. They hurried off after the tracks.
He burst from the greenery and engaged the first man who attacked him. With a cry, Pug ignored the fatigue caused by the previous fights, the heat, and the run he’d just completed to get where they were. The fight dragged on, and he had since dispatched many when he spied a thin trail leading into a concealed area. He followed it, not too surprised when it led to a cave.
Ears attuned to grab any and all noises, he tried to discern any possible danger. A soft whimper had him whirling to his left, rapier up in defense. That move saved his life. A flashing blade arched with deadly precision toward his head, the barely there light glinting off the metal.
As fast as it began, the attack finished, only to come again from another angle. Who is this person who moves so fast and silent? Even as the question echoed through his mind, he reacted to the concurrent attack. The thin blade whipped through the air, this time scoring a hit on his chest. He bit back his curse and stumbled out of the way. Tense, he waited for the next attack.
The sound of light, retreating footsteps reached him. Without bothering to staunch the blood flowing from his injury, he set off in that direction, only to pause at another whimper. The noise came from the opposite direction of the footfalls.
They, whomever they are, are trying to lead me from the children.
He blinked away the exhaustion, which pressed harder, and ignored his desire to go kill the one who’d cut him. Shaking his head, he blinked away more sweat and headed off with caution.
The cave path he followed dipped slightly before he saw bright yellow light coming from a side area. Not all that unusual; he understood most caves were full of twists and turns. He’d explored many in his travels.
Stepping into the light, Pug drew up at the sight of five children along the far wall. Three girls and two boys, both of black and white skin color. Although he knew they were scared, they showed no fear. In fact, they seemed almost defiant.
“What are you doing in here?” he asked softly.
The whisper skating up his back his only warning, he spun, weapon at the ready, only to find no one there. Whirling back to face the children, he promptly lost his breath. A young woman stood between him and the five kids. Her large white shirt hid most of her top, the belt around her hips allowed him to see a bit of definition. No skirt, but breeches that halted at the knees and exposed much of her long, brown legs. Her thick hair, a mass of curls, hung past her shoulders, some strands sticking to her face.
Yes, she was beautiful, but currently, it wasn’t what held his attention. No, it was the brown eyes snapping with defensive fury. All it took was one look, and he knew she would die defending the children. That act, right there, earned her his respect. For, years ago, the woman he now viewed as his mother had done the same for him on a cold, snowy night.
“I mean you no harm.”
Her sword never wavered nor did she speak. Pug ran his gaze over her, swallowing, desperately wishing for some water. He didn’t feel right. Against one hip, she also had a wicked looking short sword. Returning his attention to the kids, he tried again.
“Do any of you speak English?” he asked the question in more than one language.
They didn’t respond. His limbs shook, and he took a step forward. Instantly, her entire stance changed. The blade rose, and her feet moved to an attack position. Whoever she was, she’d been taught to wield a blade.
Feeling like shit, he shook his head. “You do not want to challenge me. Do you really believe you could best me in a fight?” His personal discomfort made his tone derisive and condescending.
Regardless, the woman remained unimpressed. Perhaps it was his imagination, but she appeared a bit arrogant. The ground shifted beneath him, and he fought to remain on his feet. Noises were amplified, and his paranoia grew as he heard voices and large bugs zooming around his head.
His sword clattered to the ground, and he sank—ungracefully—to his knees. The mysterious woman grew fuzzy before him. No way. He’d been drugged or poisoned. The witch had done this to him.
He couldn’t get his limbs to move or make his mouth work. Hell, he could barely swallow. Before he succumbed to darkness, he glared once more at the woman. I will get you for this. That was his last jumbled thought.
 
Sabeen worried her lower lip as she stared at the unconscious man lying on the cave floor. She couldn’t worry about him; she had to protect the children.
“Who is he, Sabeen?”
She sheathed her sword and faced the five youngsters in her charge. Three slave children and the sole two of the plantation owner. Crissy was the eldest at nine, and her younger brother, Stephen, was a precocious five. The other three ranged from six to eight.
“I do not know, Crissy. I have never seen him before. Come, we have to go.”
“And just leave him?”
She fought the urge to roll her eyes. Crissy had begun arguing everything lately. “Yes, he is not dead, and when he wakes, we need to be gone from here. Long gone.” 
No doubt the man would be furious and, if like most men she met, wanting to make her pay. Her experiences with them had been anything but pleasant.
“What if he came to see Daddy and is a guest?”
Sabeen bit back the words on how she’d found Crissy and Stephen’s parents, mutilated and lying in pools of their own blood. She couldn’t tell the children here or now. First priority was getting—and keeping—all of them safe.
“Then, I will apologize and beg forgiveness before accepting whatever punishment they deem I deserve for committing such an act. Get moving.”
The others moved toward their exit; however, Crissy hesitated, wringing her hands and chewing on her lower lip. Sabeen understood the look on her face. Attraction.
Nothing she could fault her for; even Sabeen, for all her mistrust of men, couldn’t deny his appeal. Unlike a lot of the overweight overseers, this man was fit with no extra weight. His white shirt was completely opened, exposing a powerful, bronzed chest, while his tight black breeches drew her attention to his lower body. Weapons were strapped to him, and they were worn, informing her he was no amateur with them. 
That worried her more than she cared to admit. Yes, she could hold her own, but there existed no doubt he would have defeated her. Crissy knelt by him, spurring Sabeen into action. Hastening to her side, she grabbed the child by the wrist and pulled her away.
“We need to leave.” Sabeen never glanced at the man but couldn’t stop her mind from recalling the vividness of his blue eyes.
“He is a good man.”
In the child’s imagination, perhaps. She would believe that herself…most likely…never.
“Right. Crissy, now!” 
With obvious reluctance, her young charge got up and came with her. Shoving Crissy before her, Sabeen hastened her up a small passageway too narrow for the mystery guest should he try to follow when he awakened. Even so, her nerves were a wreck until she got them to the hidden shack. She fed them and got them ready for bed.
“We need to talk, Crissy,” she said, tucking the girl in.
“I know. I should not have argued when you said—”
Sabeen pressed two fingers over her mouth. “Not about that.”
In the faint glow from the solitary tallow candle that sat in a brass holder, blue eyes watched her solemnly.
“They are gone? Forever?”
She brushed the thin blonde hair from the innocent face. “I am so sorry.”
Tears gathered and leaked over. “Where will we go?”
Sabeen rolled her lower lip and tried to ignore the queasiness in her stomach. “I do not know, Crissy.”
The child sat up and crawled mostly into her lap. “Now neither of us has our parents.”
Brushing a kiss along the crown of her head, Sabeen held her until the tears stopped, and Crissy fell into exhaustion. Once she had tucked her in again, Sabeen made her way to the doorway where she paused and ran another protective gave over the children. Content all was safe for now, she blew out the candle and cautiously made her way out into the fresh, thick jungle air. Sinking to the floor by the front door, she curled her hand around the hilt of her sword and closed her eyes. To get to the children, someone would have to kill her first. There were alerts people would trip to wake her prior to their arrival as well.
Even with the knowledge of the children being safe for now, sleep didn’t come easily. Images of the horror seen—and heard—today remained fresh in her mind. Disturbing and frightful. She knew a few things for certain—they would be killed if discovered, they had to get off this island, and she had to find a way to get Crissy and Stephen to their uncle who lived in England. She believed that’s where he lived. What, then, would happen to her and the other three kids she hadn’t any idea but would deal with that when the time came.
The severity of her—their—situation weighed heavily upon her, and it was a long time before she finally fell asleep. When she woke, she secured the area before heading to find some fruit for their breakfast. From high in a tree, she could see the remnants of the plantation. Parts still burned, and she believed, if she listened hard enough, the cries of fear and death could be heard.
Back at the hideaway, she shared a meal with five solemn children. Crissy and Stephen sat pressed against one another, and Sabeen understood Crissy had told him about their parents. The others had picked up on the mood and ate quietly.
“I do not know what will happen next, but we have to stick together,” Sabeen said, wiping her hands on her breeches. “We are family now and must look out for one another.”
“Family,” Stephen echoed. 
With a smile, she nodded at him then glanced to the others. Jon was eight and watched her with serious brown eyes. Ester and Olivia acted like twins; both were six and loved to look after Stephen. They, too, gave her a nod.
“We are heading to a place your father had built farther from the house. There, I will try to find a way to get us passage to England.” The children pressed together. “All of us,” she added.
“Daddy had another place?” Crissy asked.
Sabeen hesitated. The child had just lost her parents; she wasn’t exactly anxious to inform her how much of a bastard he’d been. Not that their mother had been an angel. Unless one was discussing the Angel of Darkness.
“A place he could go and work in private.” She swallowed back her breakfast, which was making a violent return.
“You went?”
“A few times.” Her skin crawled with the memories of what she’d endured there. Not that the plantation house was any better. It took several deep breaths before she regained control.
Luckily, her response seemed to appease Crissy for there were no more questions. They disposed of breakfast remains, and she led them to a place she never wanted to return to. However, it was not about her but the children. So, what she wanted made no difference. They stopped frequently because of the heat and the toll it took on all. The sun had begun to set when they reached their destination. The entrance remained well-disguised, and while there were no signs of disturbance, Sabeen still hid the kids and went alone.
The house wasn’t big yet she approached cautiously, weapons drawn. Her stomach roiled as she checked each of the three rooms, personal memories almost too staggering to keep on. She ignored the chills and gathered the children at the table, which had deep grooves cut in it.
“Where will we sleep?” Jon asked.
“You and Stephen will share a room. Olivia and Ester will share one, and Crissy will get the final.”
“What about you? Where will you sleep?” Crissy inquired.
She gestured to the sofa in the living room. “There.”
Thunder rumbled, and she lifted her head. Not good. If there were a storm, she would have a harder time hearing any intruders. She forced a smile. “Let us see what we can do about fixing beds then we will eat.”
Thankfully, they helped instead of hindering. For the most part, the three youngest got bored easily. So they played on the floor during the work. With Crissy and Jon watching the kids, she made her way into the food larder.
Cold chills exploded along her skin as the unpleasant memories surfaced. Ignoring the manacles and chains on one wall, she used her recollection of the layout to grab some dried meat, only to put it back. The kids deserved a meal, and she recalled he had a way to hide the smoke.
Items in hand, she hurried back up to hear the pitter patter of rain on the roof and windows. The kids were in a world of their own, playing pirates, dealing as only children could. She grinned at the image of them with eye patches and little sticks for swords.
Well aware Mr. Stanton had been here a day ago, Sabeen wasn’t worried of the food being rotten. In a short time, ham was cooked, along with some biscuits. 
The day had been long, and they were all tired. The young girls went down easily, as did Stephen. As she drew the covers up over Jon, she stared at him in the candlelight.
“Keep the window shut, Jon.”
“Are we still in danger?”
“Yes.” She wouldn’t lie to him.
“What if we cannot all go to England? Will you leave us behind?”
“No. We stick together.”
“I know how it works, Sabeen,” he said soberly. “It is about them, not us. I saw how Master and Mistress Stanton treated you.”
Everyone saw, except his own children. She shrugged. “He is not me. And, I refuse to leave anyone. Understand?”
His nod was hesitant, but it came. “Good night, Sabeen.”
She kissed his forehead. “Sleep well, Jon.” Candle in hand, she went to peek in on Crissy. The child had already fallen asleep. Moving closer, she pulled up the blanket and winced at the dried tear tracks on Crissy’s pale face. After watching her sleep a bit, Sabeen left and went to the main room. Barring the door, she settled in for the night, weapons at hand. Her sleep was sporadic, at best.
Rain had ceased by morning’s arrival, and she had biscuits cooking by the time the children woke. Once they’d devoured the meal, they went to play outside, along with her warning of caution. No one had ever heard her scream here, but she wasn’t about to take chances with the children.
Alone, she searched and found his stash of money. Unsure of how much passage to England was, she couldn’t figure out if it was enough. Regardless, it was a start.
“Sabeen! Sabeen!”
Her heart stopped before beating twice as fast.
“Sabeen!”
Fear lanced her, and she tucked the money in her shirt as she ran for the door, sword drawn.





  
Chapter Two
 
“Cap. Wake up, Cap.”
The words slowly penetrated his haze. Pug’s head was cloudy and throbbing as he tried gingerly to move. He cracked his eyes opened and winced at the pain piercing his skull. Drav crouched beside him and assisted him in sitting up. Taking his time, Pug slowly scanned the area. A cave with a few of his men along with him.
“What happened?”
“Did you see them?” Pug lifted his arm and grimaced.
Drav frowned, sharing looks with the others in there. “Who is them?”
“The kids and the woman…the woman who cut me.”
“You were alone in a puddle of water. Luckily, your face was not down.”
His memory returned, and he thought about the woman. She’d done this to him. Whatever it was she’d done to his body. And, he was furious. He felt sluggish and as if he’d spent all night deep in his cups.
“I want her found,” he growled, shoving to his feet.
“The rain would have erased any tracks,” Drav began.
“I do not care. She has five kids with her. How fast could they be? No harm comes to any of them, but I want her found.”
He made certain to meet each gaze there. One by one, they left until he was alone with Dravya Plucking at his wet and uncomfortable clothes, he rolled his shoulders. “I will find her.”
“You changing first?”
“No.” He peered about the cave, wanting to find some clue of where his mystery woman went. “Maybe,” he amended as he peeled the wet shirt away from him once more.
He led the way from the cave and tried to shake the lingering heaviness of his muscles. This didn’t make sense.
“She drugged me, Drav. Believed me to be a threat to the kids, yet did not relieve me of any of my weapons. Who does that?”
“Someone running.”
He paused at his friend’s statement. The arrogant anger, which had owned him based on the fact a woman had bested him, slid away. Only to be replaced by concern.
“I will ask her when I find her.” He ignored Drav’s stare. “Keep moving.”
The entire trek back to the cove he’d anchored in had him sweaty and exhausted. It also sent his mood back down to where he longed for revenge—and the knowledge of what she’d done to him.
After he got cleaned up and ate, he felt marginally better. The warm sun beat down upon the teak deck. Off to his left, two of the crew swabbed that very deck. He inhaled and tipped his head up to the sun, allowing the rays to fall along his face.
“Cap!”
Pug turned to find Mr. Krill striding toward him. He never understood where the man got his name but didn’t care. When they first met, he’d said his name was Krill. Pug added the mister on once he’d joined the crew. But, as to who would name their child Krill, he didn’t know. Who am I to talk? I go by Pug. Mr. Krill served as an outstanding first mate. His bald black head gleamed in the sun, and the spiral dot tattoo that occupied the left half of his neck and face added an air of menace to him. Mr. Krill had joined the crew from an African plain, yet had taken to the seas as if he’d been born on them.
“Mr. Krill.”
“Two kids spotted watching the ship.”
“Where?” His interest was piqued.
“Over my right shoulder. Two boys. One black and one white. Well hidden but definitely curious.”
He moved only his eyes and marked the position. “Do not let on we know they are there. I want them to lead me back to her.”
A teasing smile filled his first mate’s face. “The woman who rendered you unconscious.”
“Just let me knew when they leave.” He crossed the deck and rested his hands along the rail. The anticipation grew inside him. Soon, he would find her. He couldn’t explain it, but she was all he’d thought about since he’d woken.
“Stores are refilled, Captain.”
Mr. Krill rested beside him, massive arms crossed over an equally massive chest.
“And water?”
“Ready as well.”
“Excellent. With this upheaval, we may have to leave quickly. Post two men on watch and have the cannons ready to fire if we are caught here without the tide on our side.”
“Will do, Cap’n.”
“Good. From here, we sail to Port Royal.”
“I best inform the crew.” Mr. Krill headed off.
Pug readjusted his weapons as the whistle he’d been waiting for came, it was Mr. Krill’s way of letting him know the children had left. Drav had already climbed down and waited for him in the scull. The man always knew what was going on. Soon, they ran it up on the beach and hid it before tracking up to where the kids had been spotted.
Drav did his thing, and Pug followed him. They took many twists and turns before he heard a child yelling. Not loud but faintly. He and Drav worked methodically to find the entrance to where the voice had come from. Despite being extremely well-hidden, they finally located it and entered through the heavy foliage.
He stepped into the opening first. It may not be fully open, but there was a slight easement in the trees. Pug picked out the small building, which blended in perfectly with the landscape. Had he not seen the kids outside, he would have kept going, despite Drav’s tracking ability.
The children—two girls who were nearly identical in appearance—froze and watched him with wide eyes. One opened her mouth the moment a leggy boy in only a ragged pair of breeches jumped in front of them, holding a sword. These were the same children. That meant she was here as well.
“Where is she?” he demanded as the silence stretched on.
With no answer forthcoming, he took a step forward, only to be jerked back by Drav with a fistful of shirt. Two arrows thudded into the ground precisely where he’d been seconds ago.
Who was this woman?
She slid into view without a sound, bow and arrow in hand. Ready to lose another two arrows at him. Behind her were two other kids, a young girl holding a younger boy. Siblings, he guessed by their looks.
“He is the one from the cave,” the girl said.
Drav made a subtle shift behind him, and immediately, the woman’s brow rose.
“No moving.”
Her low voice portrayed the promise she could carry though with the threat of injury.
“Do not give her a reason, Drav.” His friend stilled instantly.
“Who are you?” she asked.
“He was in the cave,” the girl piped up again.
“Hush.” The woman never took her gaze from him. “Stay behind me.”
“He looks nice. Very handsome.”
Pug grinned. The girl blushed, but the woman hardly blinked. 
“I am,” he said. “Very nice and very handsome.”
“I have no wish to ask again. Who are you?” the woman reiterated.
The forest gave way to more of his men, completely encircling the woman and children. She muttered something, and all came to her. Each of the two small girls clung to a leg, the older girl retained her hold on the boy while the other one—with the sword—stood near her.
“You are surrounded, honey. Put down the bow.”
Her lips pressed together in a grimace. Her rebellion and fear were strong. He crossed his arms, well aware his men wouldn’t react without word from him. She, on the other hand, would not know that. Arching a brow, Pug waited for her decision. He was calmer now. He had her.
“I could kill you.” Her tone was cold and emotionless.
“And my men would return the favor.”
Her brown eyes burned eerily for a moment before they went blank. She placed the bow and arrows down but retained her swords.
“Are you going to hurt us?” the girl who held the boy asked.
“Why do we not start with introductions?” He gave the girl his typical smile and was grateful to see her stance relax. It worked on the boy in her arms as well. Not the other four, however.
Uncrossing his arms, he touched his chest. “My men call me Captain, Cap’n, or Pug. Who might you be?” He continued to address the one who remained open to him, even though he wanted to hear from the woman.
“See, Sabeen. He is nice. You said you would apologize if you found his was nice.”
Sabeen. Pug directed his eyes at her and drank in the vision she presented in the same attire as yesterday, her hair pulled back into a thick braid. Like the children’s, her feet were bare. He realized the children were the way to get her to not kill him. The anger which had burned in her eyes proved that.
“I am nice.” He held Sabeen’s gaze. “Extremely.” Behind him, a few of him men coughed, and he fought the urge to say something rude to them.
She watched him back, nonplussed. Past her, he could see more amusement on his men’s faces.
“The ship in the cove, is it yours?”
“Yes.” He placed his attention on the girl again.
“Are you a pirate?”
Was he? No, not always. “No.” Did he imagine disappointment on the children’s faces with his reply?
“Then, are you here to help us?”
This time, his smile was wide as it spread along his face. “It would be my honor to help one as lovely as you. What may I do for you?” The last question he directed at Sabeen.
She wasn’t paying him any attention. Her eyes were large, scanning everywhere. Her entire body had gone rigid. She wasn’t the only one. Behind him, Drav stiffened, along with a few others. Pug fell silent, and he, too, picked up on the sounds that preceded men making their way through the dense jungle, and they were getting closer. Nearer to bursting through the bushes.
“Bring them,” he commanded. Those coming were unknown to him, and he had yet to be satisfied of his curiosity of Sabeen.
“Yow!” One of his men cried out, and Pug saw him rubbing his jaw.
“Problems?”
“She hit me,” he growled.
Pug kept his amusement contained and stalked toward her. He honestly expected her to show defiance, and it disturbed him greatly to see the resigned look instead. Five of his men each had one child; they looked unsure, but he had no time to reassure them.
“It is me or whoever is about to come through the trees, luv.” 
Again, she hesitated, and Pug fought back his growl of displeasure. All of his charm absolutely wasted on her. The children were gone, and he held her gaze, waiting. Her breathing grew erratic, and he stepped closer to her. Long fingers flexed, and he knew she wanted to put her sword in hand.
“They are almost here,” he warned silkily.
She licked her lips before raking her disapproving gaze over him. “Any harm comes to the kids, and I will gut you from throat to ballocks, pirate or not.”
He couldn’t stop the flinch, even though her words made him smile. A pirate he wasn’t, but they could argue that later. He jerked her to him and placed a hard, fast kiss on her full lips.
“Understood. Come on.” Grabbing her hand, he ran toward the forest and away from the approaching men. He kept a hold of her, planning to release her the moment they reached the white sandy beach of the cove. So she would not bolt, he lied to himself.
That kiss he’d placed on her had rocked him. No woman’s lips had ever garnered any reaction remotely close to this one. Primal. Primitive. He wanted to forget everything and do it again. Properly, this time. 
Her stride kept her even with him, despite her carrying weapons and not wearing shoes. There was one boat waiting, and two men hovered by it.
“Push off,” he hollered, closing the distance, Sabeen right with him, hands still entwined. I rather like it.
Barely slowly, he released her hand and went to lift her in, only to find she’d already vaulted in the boat. He followed suit, impressed. Seated by Mac, he stared at Sabeen. She still stood. Her breeches were wet as was parts of her white shirt. Her weapons belt crisscrossed along her hips, showing off her tiny waist. Some of her hair had broken free of her braid and waved in the wind.
“Ya know, Cap, she looks—”
“I know, Mac.” Pug ran his hand down his face, trying not to be totally enamored by this woman who stirred him in ways he wasn’t sure any would.
Sabeen would make a perfect pirate woman. Her body instinctively adjusted to the boat’s movement. The sun adored her, casting loving light on her candied skin. He wanted to touch it. Explore it. Explore her.
When they reached his ship, he barely blinked before she scurried up the rope ladder with an agility that amazed him. Pug crested the top in time to see her drop to her knees, arms open wide, and embrace all the children. Her touch intimate as she pressed her hand to each child’s cheek before brushing a kiss along each forehead.
“Slaves?”
Pug glanced at Mr. Krill who’d ordered men to stand ready for the tide and to keep an eye on the tree line.
“The two youngest girls, oldest boy, and Sabeen, but not the others. Even though they are all filthy, their clothes are better made.”
“What will we do with five kids and a woman aboard, Cap?”
“Let me go find out. Keep an eye on the children.” Pug made his way to the group and met Sabeen’s gaze. “A word.” Her eyes flashed over to the children before returning to him. “They are safe.” He gestured with one hand toward his cabin. “Shall we?”
Her reluctance so heavy he could taste it. Still, she walked with him, not showing any of the hesitation he knew was within her. Brave. Courageous. And defender of the young. Pug closed his cabin door and faced the waiting woman.
He strode to his desk and stood behind it, hands spread over the maps resting there. “What is your name?” Sure, the girl had mentioned it before, but he wanted her to say it.
She stared at the floor. “Sabeen.”
“What are you doing with those kids?” He sat and watched her expression as best he could with her looking down.
“There was a revolt a few days ago, and everyone was being killed. I grabbed who I could and ran.”
“Sit down.” Her gaze flashed to his. “Chair. Right here. Sit.” He didn’t oft have more than one in his quarters, but he’d been sewn up by Drav for the wound she’d inflicted, and the chair brought in for that remained, for which he was glad.
She floated over the floor to the chair where she perched on the edge as if worried it would bite her. Or she was in a receiving room in England.
“What will you do now?”
“Are you letting us go?” she asked.
He steepled his fingers. No, he didn’t think so. “Not sure. If I was to, what would you do?”
“Find and secure passage to England.”
“All of you?” His heartbeat increased.
“All of us.”
“What is in England?”
“Crissy and Stephen’s uncle. Hopefully, he would take them in.”
Pug could sense his father’s disapproval that he’d not immediately offered them passage. He shrugged it off. This was why he’d left England. Well, mostly.
“Not all of you?”
“We are not his brother’s children. I do not know if they could even afford the two of them. I have to try.”
More admiration for her grew. “I will take you to England.” One brow rose. “All of you.” 
She pulled a pouch from around her neck, withdrew a roll from it, and placed it before him.
He whistled low. “That is a lot of money.” She had to have stolen it. He didn’t care.
“Will it be enough?”
More than. He pretended to consider it. She didn’t flinch, just waited. “Yes.”
“Thank you, and I apologize for drugging you before.”
“Yes, that. Do you apologize for leaving me in the cave as well?”
“Yes.”
He bit back his laughter. “Do not lie; you were protecting kids. I would have left me, too. Or killed me in your place.”
“Why would you help us?” Her jaw set.
“Believe it or not, luv, I am not a bad guy. Some may even say I am honorable.”
She canted her head to the side. “Perhaps.”
He did laugh this time. “My mother is going to love you. Especially the fact you use weapons.” He couldn’t wait to see that meeting.
 
Sabeen ignored the heaviness of doubt in her stomach. This man seemed different than the others. His kiss was a surprise. She licked her lips, and his gaze followed the movement before a slow grin built on his face, as if he knew what thoughts ran through her mind.
He allowed his gaze to lower and run over her. She knew the look, but unlike others, this man didn’t make her skin crawl. Not that she would be doing anything, but it made her wonder what it was about him.
“Why would I meet your mother?”
“My entire family, luv.” He shifted on the seat. “My father is an earl. He will be able to help find their uncle.”
An earl. Her palms grew sweaty. Members of peerage tended to make their own rules, so he may not keep his word. “My lord.”
“No need for titles, luv. I do not have one. My brother Alex is the one who carries the title.”
There existed no anger in his tone. In fact, he seemed relieved. 
“What would you have me call you?”
His grin nothing short of roguish. “Pug is fine. Or Captain.”
“Captain, it is.” She couldn’t possibly call him by such a personal name.
“I have an empty cabin for you. It may be crowded but—“
“We will be fine, thank you.”
“Let me show you where it is.” He rose and gestured for her to head to the door.
It took a lot of control for her not to reach for a weapon. Having him at her back, extremely unsettling. Relief filled her when she saw the children. They were with a tall, powerful looking black man with tattoos on the left side of his face and weapons all over his body.
“Mr. Krill,” Pug said, moving by her. “We are taking them to England. Been a while since I have been home. They will be in the spare cabin.”
The man nodded before giving her a smile—an unsettling one—then focused back on the children.
“Come, Sabeen. Your children are safe.”
“Are you not pirates?” The question slid free as they made their way to another door, right beside his they’d just vacated.
“No.” He paused. “We may liberate things off others occasionally, but we resent the name pirates. We do not mind women on board and, as with you, do help out damsels in distress.”
Damsel in distress, wasn’t that funny? “May liberate? Occasionally?”
He flashed a grin, which held no repentance, before swinging open the heavy door. She stepped in and gazed about. Two beds, one on each side of the room. There wasn’t much else other than basic necessities.
“Thank you.”
He strode to another door and opened it. The sunlight streamed over vibrant hues of silks and satins. “You may find something your size here.”
Her fingers itched to touch them. “A lot of dresses. Will the woman who stays here be upset by us in here as well?”
A slight flush tinged his cheeks. “Women come and go here.”
She understood. Her desire to touch the dresses having faded along with his explanation. She had no wish to dress as any man’s whore. “I will keep the children out of—“
“Nonsense. Good for them to learn how things are done on a ship.”
“I have no wish to be a problem or distraction.”
Pug made his way to the door and stood in the sunlight. “Distractions like you, Sabeen, are more than welcome on my ship.” A wink, and he vanished, leaving her alone.
Blowing out a long breath, she sat on one of the beds. Exhaustion ruled her as she’d been barely resting for the past three days since the revolt began. The idea of having some actual rest sounded like heaven. 
The door banged open, admitting the kids who all chattered away at once.
“We are on a real pirate ship,” Jon said as he closed the door.
They all gathered around her.
“Mr. Krill said he would teach us how to sail.” Jon bounced along with his announcement. 
It nearly broke her heart to see the excitement in all their gazes. Especially Jon, Olivia, and Ester. They’d had so few opportunities to be so joyful. She wouldn’t begrudge them their bit of happiness, for who knew what would happen in England.
“Do not cause them problems. We should stay out of their way,” Sabeen said.
“Evens me?” Stephen piped up.
Bussing his cheek, she drew him onto her lap. “Especially you, little one.”
Hollering had her tensing and standing ready in front of the children before the door burst open. Pug’s dark hair gleamed in the light as he flashed a grin. “Stay out of sight.” Then, he was gone.
“Is something going on?” Crissy asked.
“I do not know. But, we will stay here until they say otherwise.” Lord, she was exhausted. “Boys on one bed, girls the other. Pick your bed, and we will get them made.” By the time they’d argued over where to sleep and had their blankets in place, the door swung wide once more. Her fingers had curled instinctively around her sword’s handle, but she didn’t draw.
Mr. Krill stood there. “We will be leaving with the tide. Cap’n has requested you stay here until we have done so.” He backed away, and the door closed out the setting sun.
Unease slithered up her spine yet she controlled it. If she couldn’t trust these men, why was she risking the children? It would be all right. Somehow. 
The children crowded around the window. Content they were entertained, she sat on a bed and closed her eyes, smiling as they oohed and ahhed when the ship began moving. She hovered on the cusp of slumber when someone knocked.
Crissy beat her and opened the door with a wide smile and Stephen at her side. “Hello!”
Sabeen needed to talk to her about that.
“Miss Crissy, Mr. Stephen,” the man said. “Cap’n says it be all right for you to be on deck now.”
That’s all he had to say for all five kids thundered by him. And, they were left alone. Sabeen recognized him; normally, he was with Pug…the captain.
“Can I get you anything, miss?”
“My name is Sabeen.”
Dark eyes scanned her from head to toe. “Dravya. Most call me Drav.”
He stood a slight bit shorter than her, but his body was full of wiry muscles. She smiled. 
“Nice to meet you, Drav. Is there a place I could—“ She shook her head. “Never mind. Perhaps I could help with cooking.”
“No need. You and your kids are guests aboard.”
So many questions raced through her mind, but she kept them in and to herself. “Is he busy or may I speak to him?”
“He is at the helm, and I am sure he would love your company.”
Drav gestured, and she followed him up on to the deck. Men bustled around, most barefoot as was she. Warm air blew around her, and she peered over her shoulder to witness the island growing smaller.
“This way.”
Drav led her across a spotless deck and up some stairs. She saw Pug the moment she crested the top step. He stood at the wheel, large hands handling it with ease. The wind seemed to caress him, ruffling his dark hair and fluttering the open white linen of his shirt. Her heart did its own bit of fluttering when he turned his head and grinned at her. Drav chuckled before leaving her alone.
“Scared, Sabeen?” Pug hollered to her.
With a shake of her head, she approached him. Hands clasped before her, she asked, “Am I disturbing you?”
“Not at all, luv. Something on your mind?” He reached out with one arm and drew her to stand between him and the wheel. “Hands on,” he muttered.
Sabeen could hardly focus on his command. Having his warm heat behind her muddled her thoughts. Pug put her hands where he wanted them. 
“Hold the course. A word of advice, she is extremely responsive, so no need for big movements. She works best with a gentle touch.” His breath skimmed along her ear and neck.
Her muscles bunched and strained when he released the wheel totally to her. No wonder he seemed so strong, holding her steady took more than she’d thought.
“What did you need? Not that I mind a beautiful woman seeking my company.”
“Is there anything I can do to help?” The smooth wood beneath her hands was an empowering sensation. She flexed her grip and resettled her stance, feet a bit wider apart.
“Have you ever been a guest, Sabeen? Where nothing is required of you?”
“You know I have not.” Her hands tightened. “I have not lived a privileged life as the son of an earl.”
Pug stepped closer, sliding his arms along her sides as he, too, gripped the wheel. “I am well aware you are no son of anything. My life was not all fun, Sabeen. You would be surprised.”
“Aye.” Somehow, she truly doubted that. “If I can help, let me know. I am pretty fair in a kitchen.” It took a lot for her to release the wheel for she had no wish to do so. Once she’d managed that feat, she ducked his arm and hastened to the steps where she paused and glanced back at him.
“Anytime you wish, luv, come steer my ship.” Pug winked as he spoke.
She returned to the cabin, waving at the kids. “He is a rogue,” she said to the empty room. “Flirting is as breathing.”
Taking advantage of being alone, she cleaned up a bit and felt immensely better. Right up until Crissy burst in, grinning from ear to ear, and saying, “Cap’n wants to eat with us!”









Chapter Three
 
“You all right, Cap?” Drav questioned.
Pug exhaled heavily before shaking his head. He stared out over the water. This time of night called to him. The sight of the incredible heavens with all the stars. The reflection of the moon of the rippling surface of the ocean. Most of the men were asleep by now, and Mr. Krill had the wheel. Pug could just lose himself in thought.
“You have been here every night since our visitors came aboard.”
Drav had the right of it. “I know. There is something about her, Dravya I do not know how to explain it.”
“We dock tomorrow; perhaps, she would care for some other clothes.”
Pug didn’t want her to leave the ship, fearful she would vanish. She’d managed to avoid him for the most part, yet he always heard her laughter with the children.
“I will take her ashore. Keep the kids aboard and out of sight. We do not need to be attacked because they want a cannon boy.”
“Aye, Cap.”
“Get some sleep, Drav.”
His friend hesitated before disappearing as silently as he’d arrived. Pug gripped the side of his ship and groaned under his breath. Nearly a full week, she’d been onboard, throwing his life into upheaval. He walked his decks for a while before striding to his cabin and falling into bed, frustrated.
The next morning, he woke early and headed for her door to discuss the day. He knocked lightly and smiled at the sight of Jon standing there.
“Morning, Captain.” The boy stood up a bit straighter.
“Jon.” He glanced around. “I need to speak wi—“ His mouth snapped shut when he spied her. She lay on the floor covered by a small towel. “Why is she there?” he demanded.
“She has been sleeping there,” the boy replied, darting in front of him.
Pug wanted to get to her and pick her up. The floor of the ship wasn’t warm.
“Why? Why did she not…” He stopped, knowing it best to ask Sabeen personally. With a deep breath, he tried to calm the fury coursing through his veins. “Take the others to break their fast,” he ordered.
A short time later, the room held only two. Himself and Sabeen. The moment he realized he was lingering over her, he stepped back and cleared his throat. Sabeen went from out to being crouched, a dagger ready for use.
“You are safe, Sabeen. No one will hurt you.” Never again so long as he had a say in it. 
The fear and panic that filled those pretty brown eyes of hers made him feel lower than a snake. He’d spent nights—many nights—with that same fear. He backed away and held his hands out, waiting for recognition to sink in.
“Cap’n.”
She recovered quickly, he’d give her that. “Why are you sleeping on the floor? Why only the drying cloth to keep you warm?”
Her eyes widened before she cast another glance about. “The children?”
Pug sighed. He couldn’t be mad, not truly. “Eating. Answer me.”
“Why deny them the bed?” Her statement was accentuated by a shrug. “I am used to it.”
So matter of fact. “Long trip to England. I will have a hammock brought in for you and more blankets. They will fix it while you and I go ashore.”
He wanted to see her unrestrained expressions. The spark in her eyes had him thinking of watching as pleasure raced through her. Would she scream aloud her passion or was she quiet? He bet screamer. And, he longed to find out.
“When do we go?” she asked, bringing his attention back from his sexual romp with her.
“As soon as we dock. The children will be safe; the crew will keep them out of sight. Trust me.”
She reached for her crisscrossed belts and began undoing them. It didn’t take a scholar to see her reluctance to part with them. Still, she put them on a bed and left them. In silence, she made her way to the washbasin and cleaned her face before swiftly rebraiding her hair.
Pug observed the change which fell over her. Another look he recalled from his childhood. Before he met Colin. And Najja. He went to the closet, frowning at the sickly, sweet perfumes on the fabrics, and grabbed a pair of shoes.
“Put these on,” he ordered setting them on a bed.
Sabeen sat on the mattress edge and reached for the half boots. He fixated on her face for any hint of discomfort for he knew she wouldn’t speak any aloud. He would buy her new shoes, as well.
The door opened, and the kids trailed back in with Mac behind them. Pug smiled and quickly explained to Mac about the hammock and blankets. Then, he reached for Sabeen and led her from the cabin. Mr. Krill had already docked them, so he guided her off and into the bustling port city.
“First time here?” he asked as they maneuvered around the milling bodies.
“Yes. It is very aromatic.”
He laughed. “It stinks, luv.”
“Yes,” she amended. “It does.”
“We will not be long.” He liked the feel of her touching him. The press of her palm in his.
They moved farther into the depths and headed for the store he sought. Pushing through the door, he automatically scanned the place. Empty. Good.
“I will be right with you!” A voice called from the back.
A few moments passed before a buxom blonde stepped into view. Her heavily made up face broke into a huge grin as she ran and jumped into his arms.
“Pug!”
“Miranda,” he said, setting her away from him but not before she had kissed him square on the mouth.
“It has been so long. What brings you here? Did you come to whisk me away and make an honest woman of me?”
“I am not the one to do that,” he teased. “I need some more clothes for her.” He gestured to Sabeen.
Miranda looked at her, walking around before reaching out to lift Sabeen’s chin. “She is pretty enough, I suppose. Dresses only or is she on your ship?”
“Ship.”
“She will need more breeches, then, as well. I have some things which will fit her. Give me a minute.” Miranda left.
Pug stared at Sabeen, who stood as still as a statue. About as cool as one, too. He touched her arm. When she deigned to meet his gaze, he winked. Sabeen just stared back without blushing or anything of the sort.
Miranda returned with numerous packages wrapped in brown paper. Sabeen stepped forward to take them from her, and Miranda turned them over, all the while watching him.
“A word in private, Pug.”
They stepped to the side, and he waited. “What is it, Miranda?”
“It is none of my business who you are with, but if she happens to be from the plantation which just had a revolt, they are looking for her. They claim a slave stole the children and is trying to use them to get away.”
“Who is looking?”
“His Royal Navy.”
He mulled that over. “Thanks, Miranda.”
“Humph. Never thought I’d see the day.”
“What day?”
“When the great rogue Pug fell.”
“Fell?” He frowned. “Explain.”
“This is the first time since we met you have called me Miranda. And, you have done so twice. All these years, you called me ‘luv’ but no more.”
Not something he longed to address right now. “Goodbye, Miranda.” He dug some money out and pressed it to her palm. “Thank you.”
Her blue eyes glistened with unshed tears. “Goodbye, Pug.” Then, she retreated to the back.
He faced Sabeen, who remained standing there, arms laden with the parcels. 
Taking some from her, he grinned. “Apparently, men are looking for you for kidnapping the kids.” She didn’t look surprised. He frowned and herded her to the side of the shop. “Something you should be telling me?” His senses became even more alert.
Her fingers flexed around the packages she held. “Mr. Stanton had a cousin named Rupert Twist who has always coveted the plantation. I have no doubt he killed the Stantons in order to get his hands on Stephen.”
“So, he is blaming you?”
“Probably.” There was no concern in her tone.
“We will just avoid the guards then as we head back.”
They vacated the shop and fell into step with one another as they strode up the street. Running into another of his men from the ship, Pug gave him the purchases before continuing on. He acquired some attire for the children and paid, ushering Sabeen swiftly out the door.
Sabeen stuck with him, keeping her head down and appearing pretty invisible. She never once asked him to slow down, not even carrying the parcels she did.
“Pug!”
The man hollering his name had him drawing up and glancing over Sabeen’s head. Pug hid his scowl. Dickers ran a local drink establishment that catered to more of the lower class of ruffians of which there were no shortage of in the port town.
“Wait here. I will be right back.”
Sabeen gave a slight nod, and so, he left her there. Striding across the street, he focused on the short, greasy man. Pug didn’t want to leave her; however, neither did he want to go to the ship, drop her off then return to deal with Dickers. None of his men were around. If the Royal Navy was looking for her, this would be the best place for him to step away because those men didn’t come down here too often.
“Dickers.”
The man sniffed and wiped a filthy sleeve across his nose. “You owe me, Pug.”
He narrowed his gaze. “I owe you nothing, Dickers. You would do well to remember I spared your life last time we tangled.” He wrapped one hand around the hilt of his rapier.
Apparently, Dickers had not remembered until just now. His beady eyes widened, and he took a step back.
“Stay out of my way, Dickers.”
A loud cacophony of raucous male laughter reached him, and he frowned as a warning tingle skated up his spine. As he whirled a low rumble of fury exploded from his throat at the scene before him.
Three men surrounded Sabeen, one of them foolish enough to be touching her. Pug fairly flew across the dirty street, dodging mud puddles until the tip of his rapier rested against the man’s filthy neck.
“Let. Her. Go.”
The color leeched out of his face as his startled expression flashed between Pug and Sabeen. But, his hand remained clamped around her arm. Narrowing his gaze, Pug pressed the blade deeper into his throat.
“She is just a who—“
“Mine,” Pug growled. “She. Is. Mine. You call her a whore, and I will end your meaningless, pathetic life where you stand.” Although his main focus remained on the one who’d touched his Sabeen, he didn’t lose sight of the other two. When one moved, he nudged his rapier farther into the one man’s neck. “They move, I kill you. You move, I kill you.”
“It were a mistake,” the man blurted out through a mouth of missing and stained teeth. 
“Apologize.”
“S…sorry.”
Pug withdrew his weapon as he simultaneously hauled a still silent Sabeen flush to his side. The moment they scurried away, he turned all his attention to the woman he held. In a heartbeat decision, he kicked open the nearest door and propelled her in until her back was against the wall.
“Leave!” he snarled at the old man sitting there. He hobbled to the back. Pug reached past her and locked the door. “Look at me,” he said, trying to remain a bit more under control.
Sabeen lifted her head, meeting his gaze. It was like a punch to his gut. Had he ever seen such a clear brown before? Guileless. Absolutely breathtaking. However, in the far corners, he saw that familiar blend of fear and uncertainty.
“You are never to fear me,” he ordered. “Do I make myself clear?”
“Yes, sir.”
Somehow, his hand found its way into her hair. Her eyes widened, but she didn’t move. Acceptance of the inevitable filled her stare. He tightened his grip and put his face closer.
“I may yell or curse. Perhaps both. Hell, sometimes, I will even throw things, but I will never hurt you, never raise a hand to either you or the children. Think about it, Sabeen. You cut me, drugged me, left me alone in a cave. All I have done is help you. At some point, I am going to need you to trust me.”
“Yes, sir.”
He almost growled at her but let it go. As well as her hair. “We need to go.” Jerking open the door, he glanced up and down the street before setting off, ensuring Sabeen stayed close.
 
Sabeen trailed her new captain as near as she could. He had long strides, which covered a lot of ground. She still tried to figure out why he’d seemed so angry and possessive when that man touched her. It was a new experience having someone protect her.
The farther they progressed, she noticed someone—a few someones—following them. Unsure of what they wanted or if he was aware, she increased her pace a bit.
“Cap’n?”
“Aye?” He slowed and peered down at her, his blue eyes twinkling in the light.
“Four men following us. I do not recall seeing them on your ship.”
“Where?” She began to point, but he grabbed her hand, completely enveloping her smaller one with his larger, callused one. “Port? Starboard?”
She shook her head, not understanding. “Behind are two and one to each side.”
“Port is left. Starboard, right. Let me know if they get closer. We need to pick up the pace.”
They set out at a jog, Pug deftly weaving his way through the ever-increasing throng of people as they neared the docks. Their pursuers also increased speed.
“Two now closing in on port side, Cap’n.”
“Take this and run back to the ship. At this corner, you will be able to see it.” He handed her a sword. “Go.” He gave her a nudge before drawing his rapier and engaging the first two, packages tumbling to the ground.
She hurried to the corner, saw the ship and glanced back. Pug had all four of them on him, and while he held his own, she knew she couldn’t leave him. He’d saved her, and she needed to repay that.
Hefting the weapon, she headed back to the fracas, which was drawing much attention. One man behind Pug swung in a downward arc at the back of his head. Her arms shook from the force of his blow as she blocked it, but Pug wasn’t struck.
His sword was a bit heavier than hers, but she could wield it easily enough. Sure, she’d tire sooner, but she could last a while. She recognized the moment Pug realized she’d come back. He grumbled low.
“I thought I told you to leave.”
“You gave me a weapon, Cap’n. You knew what you were doing.”
“And, you came back for me.”
She smiled at his flirting even as she dispatched her opponent’s cutlass. They ran together after the fourth man fell, shouts from guards nearing, the packages split between them. After ducking into an alley and hiding behind something she didn’t want to think about, they went for the ship, heads down and brisk paced.
He ordered them set sail as they climbed on board. Drav immediately went to Pug’s side while Sabeen headed for her cabin. Her heart thudded as she breathed a sigh of relief to find all five children safe and sound.
They’d been bathed and all wore breeches and shirts. Crissy ran to her.
“Sabeen, look, we are little sailors.”
She cupped her cheek. “Were you good?”
“We all were. Mr. Krill made sure.” She tilted her head slightly. “Why are you bleeding?” Her young face sobered, and she frowned.
Glancing at her left arm, Sabeen saw the presence of blood. She’d not even realized she’d been injured. “I suppose it happened on shore. I will clean it.”
Jon and Crissy ended up cleaning the injury, after taking the parcels from her arm, then bandaging it. The other kids sat in the hammock, which had been hung up during her absence. From the movement of the ship, she knew they were getting underway. The children showed her the packages containing her items and oohed and ahhed over her dresses.
“Are you going to wear them?” Jon asked. “They are similar to the ones in the closet.”
His statement made up her mind for her. “I do not think dresses are all that practical for crossing the ocean.”
They looked at their stuff and tried them on. She spent the afternoon in the cabin sewing the clothing based on what she’d seen on the children. In her opinion, they just needed to fit a bit better on each of them. The children eventually went back out on the decks. Honestly, she’d been worried about them falling over, a fear allayed when she peered out and found there were always crew members near them.
“When I tell you to run, I expect my order to be followed.”
Sabeen directed her gaze to the man lounging in the doorway as if he hadn’t a care in the world. Only briefly before she returned to the work she had in her lap. “I did. You did not say for me not to come back.”
He snorted and entered, closing the door behind him. From below lowered lashes, she observed him as he made his way to the hammock and sat easily in it. “I think you and I need to talk.”
“About?” She tied off the final stitch for Ester’s breeches and bit it. After folding them and putting them beside her leg, she picked up Olivia’s and got to work.
“Where did you learn to fight with a sword?”
She exhaled sharply, barely avoiding pricking her finger. The room was mostly silent, broken occasionally by the creak of him swinging.
“Master Stanton had me learn.” It wasn’t easy to keep her voice bland with that statement.
“What did you drug me with in the cave?”
She examined her handy work, scratched her head, and got back to it. “Nothing fatal, just a mixture of things. Had I used my sword, you would be dead. That one is poisoned. Yours is on the bed.”
“I do not know many women who are good with swords. Who are not pirates, that is to say.”
Sabeen paused in her sewing and peered at him. His blue eyes waited for her, full of mischief. “I thought you were not pirates.”
He placed a hand against the exposed bronze of his chest. “This is not a pirate ship. And, we are not pirates.”
“But, you interact with pirates?”
His responding grin had her breath faltering. “We travel a lot. You spend enough time on the water, and you are bound to run into a pirate. Or two.”
“And, this female pirate?”
“Intrigued, I see. A deal we shall make, then. You sit with me at the meal, and I will tell you about Cheng I Sao.” He hopped from the hammock and made his way to the door, grabbing his sword along the way. “Until later, Sabeen.”
She captured her lower lip in her teeth and rested against the wall. Something about him made new and unsettling feelings crop up within her. Shaking off her musings, she gathered the rest of her sewing and found an out-of-the-way place in the sun and worked on deck.
“Excuse me.”
She lifted her head, squinting in the sun, to find a large man clad only in breeches with scars all over his chest. Inky dark hair blew around courtesy of the wind. Her familiar response of fear locked away as she blinked.
“Yes, sir?”
He crouched before her. Not really putting her any more at ease. “I see you can sew.”
She nodded. “Yes, sir.”
He shook his head. “No sir. Name it be Lus. Would you consider sewing my stuff? I pay.”
He held out his hand, and she noticed some of his fingers were shorter than the others. Meeting his black gaze, she nodded. Acquiring money on the trip to England would be pragmatic. She had herself and five children to take care of.
“Deal.”
He grinned, flashing a dazzling white set of teeth. “Good, I get from cabin.”
“I will be here.”
“Cap pick good woman.” He lumbered off, moving well with the ship despite his size. By the time she’d finished the clothes and began the trek back to the cabin, she’d agreed to sew for six other men as well. For pay.
Alone, she washed up, retied the cloth around her injury then made her way to dine with the captain and the crew. He waited for her, hip propped against the table. Taking in the sight of him, wearing what he had earlier but without the hat, she found her gaze drawn, again, to his broad chest. More specifically the bronze skin she could view beneath the open shirt. 
Not that his black breeches helped any. Very few men she saw filled them out as well as he did.
“Evening, Cap’n.”
“Sabeen. Shall we?”
The long table before her sat laden with food. Far more than the two of them could ever eat. “Is it just us?”
His grin was positively wicked. “No. Others are on the way.” He arched a brow. “You want to only eat with me, and I will make it happen.” His gaze heated, and she couldn’t miss the desire in it. The sound of children prevented her from needing to respond. “Another time, then,” he said with a wink.
“Can I sit beside you, Captain?” Crissy hollered.
“One side for you and the other for Sabeen.” He beckoned to her.
Sabeen made her way slowly to his side. Like a gentleman, he held her chair.
“Is that because she got injured?” Jon asked.
“Injured?” Pug’s tone was low, but she wasn’t fooled for a moment. Fury pulsed along it.
“I am fine,” she muttered.
“Her arm,” Jon supplied. “Crissy and I cleaned and bandaged it.”
Pug tugged twice on the ends of her hair. “She is lucky to have both of you. She never said she got hurt.”
“Because Sabeen never complains. Not even when she would return from Daddy’s parties with cuts and bruises.”
“Crissy!” she snapped. “That is not anything these men are interested in. Besides, I believe the captain was going to tell us about a pirate named Cheng I Sao.”
“You would be surprised at how very much I want to hear that tale,” he uttered as he poured wine in her glass. “I did promise to tell of this woman.” His voice carried now.
With a sigh of relief, she broke apart a biscuit and picked at it. Pug placed a large chunk of meat on her plate, his expression daring her to refuse.
“The pirate,” she prompted, not wanting his inquisitive gaze boring into her.
“Right. One of the most vicious pirates, Cheng I Sao took over for her husband. Men and women alike fear her. She loves to set examples of what would happen if her laws were broken. So powerful, she has about two thousand ships under her control.”
“That many?” she questioned, echoing the children.
“At least. The Chinese Navy cannot compete against her.” Pug leaned forward, engaging the kids. “Fearless. Powerful. Demanding. She basically owns the South China Seas.”
“No way,” Jon interjected. “A woman?”
“And, why not, Jon?” Sabeen asked.
“Women are…” He fell silent, staring at Pug in an obvious plea for help.
She turned to the man at her side. The sides of his mouth twitched a few times before he got himself under control. Face composed, he cleared his throat.
“Women, we want to protect, I think is the point Jon wants to make.”
“Did no one want to protect her?” Olivia asked, brown eyes wide.
“Cheng is not like most women. She thrives as a pirate.”
“Is she died?” Stephen questioned.
“No.” His voice lowered. “Last I knew, she was patrolling these very waters looking for young, able-bodied children to…” 
He had their rapt and complete attention.
“To what?” Crissy leaned closer to him.
“Do what pirates do. Capture so they can make you walk the plank.” He glanced around at them again. “Even if you can swim, there are sharks, among other things, to eat you down there.”
“Can she catch us?” Ester, usually silent, asked with a shaky voice.
Pug hemmed and hawed. The moment he opened his mouth, a door flew open, and someone wielding a sword and screaming burst in, head covered by bright material so only the eyes shown through.
“I am here for the children!” The statement, in a falsetto voice, was followed by maniacal laughter.
The young children squealed and ran as more men came in and chased them until they were all caught. All were laughing, and Sabeen joined in. Crissy wiped her eyes and snuggled closer to the man who’d caught her. Ester made her way to Pug’s side and climbed up before resting securely against his chest. Pug tucked some hair behind one ear, brushed a kiss over one temple, and winked at Sabeen while he laughed with his men.
Sabeen sat back in her chair and observed the room. Men, who in any other situation would have her expecting the worst, sat there holding children. They’d made all of them feel at home on their ship. Uncharted territory. That was where she was. 
Pug kept her off balance. The men she was used to took what they wanted. She could see, however, despite his desire for her, Pug hadn’t forced her. There was a gentle side to him she continually saw glimpses of—like now. A man—son of an earl—sat there holding a child not his own as if she were a precious jewel.
A warm feeling spread through Sabeen and had her shifting on her seat. What was he doing to her?
Drav appeared at her side. “A bath is ready for you in your cabin. The captain figured you would like some privacy from the children. We will entertain them until you return.” 
She rose and made her way to the door. The children never glanced at her they were so intrigued by the men and their stories. Before she slipped out, she peeked back once more. Pug watched her with those intense eyes he had. His smile, while slight and brief, comforted her. She gave him a nod and left.
Drav walked with her and left her at her door with a silent bob of his head. In the cabin, two lanterns burned, casting a soft glow, offsetting the darkness brought on by the closed window coverings. She stripped and sank into the water and, with a relieved groan, allowed the heat to soothe her aching muscles. It was warm, and she appreciated the men’s efforts. Still, she didn’t tarry and washed quickly with soap, which reminded her of Pug’s scent.
Finished, dried, and dressed, she made her way to where some of the men talked and joked by a mast.
“Good evening, Miss Sabeen. Can we help you with something?” the tall Russian asked her.
“Could I get some help removing the tub from my cabin, please? And, I would like to thank the men who supplied it.”
They smiled and ducked their heads. “We will take care of that for you.”
“I can help.”
“No trouble.” They walked away, and she pivoted to watch them vanish.
“They like you.” 
Spinning back, she found Mr. Krill standing at the wheel but looking at her. She made her way to his side.
“Were you not with the others eating?”
“It was time for some of the other men to eat and my turn to take the helm.”
“Have you…worked for the captain long?”
“A few years. Captain’s a good man.” She recognized the statement was meant to reassure her. “Rough, at times, but fair and honest.”
“Where will you go after England?” Perhaps they could take her and the three children somewhere.
“Wherever the wind takes us.”
“I cannot imagine what a freedom like that is to experience,” she murmured, closing her eyes and enjoying the fresh air over her face.
“You were a slave.”
Mr. Krill’s comment had her opening her eyes. “Yes. How did you get away?”
His grin was cold. “I was never enslaved. I met the captain on one of his land travels and was intrigued by his talk of the sea. Never looked back.”
“And the others?”
“All here because they wish to be. We are a family, a strange one, but a family, nevertheless. This junk is our home.”
She canted her head to the left. “Junk?” It seemed nice to her.
“Aye, the ship. She’s a junk. Not a galleon, sloop, galley, hoy, or others. A junk.”
“It does seem a bit different than the others near us in port.”
“Good eye,” he said with a smile. “These types of ships are mostly used in the Far East, originally developed during the Han dynasty.”
“How do you know all this?”
“Tao basically came with the ship when it became Cap’s. He loves talking about its history. These ships are fast and highly maneuverable. Some bigger than this, and some are smaller.” He moved the wheel a bit. “When we first acquired her, her sails were colored silk. According to Tao, rich warlords used the silk; everyone else had bamboo matting for sails. The captain, he liked the silk but wanted white sails.” 
She peered up at the sail before her. “Their shape is different, is it not?”
“You will be a sailor yet. The shape is elliptical, and we use bamboo battens to create the gentle curve you see there.” He pointed, and she followed with her gaze.
“Easy to angle them to capture the wind with this construction.” A new voice entered the conversation.
Sabeen found Tao nearby, his thumbs hooked in a brightly colored belt. He rocked back on his heels and grinned at her.
“She is a beautiful ship.” Sabeen truly thought so.
Tao flipped his fingers at them. “Tell more. She smart. Learn quick.”
“The sails,” Mr. Krill continued, “are extremely strong.”
“How? I thought silk delicate.”
“The battens make it so.”
“Ah, the bamboo.” She wanted to climb up and take a closer look.
“This setup allows rigging to be simple, it reduces the number of ropes needed.”
Tao moved closer. “We also have adjustable rudder, a high stern, and flat bow. Very good for junk.”
She moved her gaze from the sails to the men. “So, you have a fast ship with guns but are not pirates?”









Chapter Four
 
Pug listened and smiled at Sabeen’s question. While thrilled she had relaxed a bit to talk with his crew, he wanted her to talk to him like that. He was very pleased by her interest in the ship.
“Still determined to make me a pirate?” he asked, approaching the trio.
Sabeen jumped slightly while the others didn’t, letting him know the other two had been aware of his presence. He moved beside her, leaving a tiny space between their arms. Tilting his head, he stared at her.
“Cautious,” she replied.
“Would a pirate be so kind?”
She met his gaze. “I have never met a pirate before, so I cannot say. If, however, you are, in fact, a pirate then, yes, a pirate would be so kind.”
“Walk with me,” he ordered.
“Thank you, gentlemen, for the knowledge.” She rested her hand on the sword’s hilt. “Where to?”
He began walking the deck. She’d bathed, and he could smell his soap on her. He liked her smelling like him. He had to bite his tongue until he grabbed control of his urge to kiss her again. The setting sun sent a warm glow to her freshly scrubbed skin. It also bounced off her thick hair. His palms itched to free it and sink his fingers into its depths.
“We are merchants. Privateers.”
“Is not a privateer a pirate in league with the government?”
He shrugged unrepentantly. “No need to quibble.”
Her laughter burst free and brought a smile to his face. “So, you are that which best benefits your situation at the time.”
“Exactly.”
They stood there along the rail until darkness overtook the skies.
“Good night, Cap’n. Thank you for giving my children something to laugh about.”
He reached out, hesitated before actually making contact with her cheek, and twirled a loose piece of hair around his finger. It would be nothing more than a lie to say he didn’t want to feel it sliding across his skin.
“Good night, Sabeen.” He lowered his hand and watched her walk away. “Yes, Drav?” He turned and found the man who’d been with him for almost as long as he’d been on the seas.
“This woman, she means something to you.”
Pug crossed his arms and gave a dismissive snort then his mouth grew dry. “I am just taking her to England.”
“We all see how you watch her.”
“And?”
“She is not like the others who have been here on this ship.”
He knew that. He knew that. “Do you have a problem with her?”
“I like her. I am concerned about you.”
“Why? The ship veered. He instinctively shifted his weight and glanced up to Mr. Krill at the wheel. The wind picked up, and he inhaled deeply. A storm was brewing.
“You are the son of an earl.”
Pug smiled wryly. “I am well aware of who my father is, Drav. Trust me. I will not force her into anything.”
“Aye, aye, Captain.” He strode away.
Pug wasn’t offended. Drav meant well. Also, the man was correct in his assessment. It was more than mere lust that coursed through his veins for her. More than his childhood infatuation he’d had for Jo Adrys, the woman who’d married his father’s best friend, Viscount Wilkes. For a while, he’d believed his life over. Now, this woman who cared little for herself, who aggressively and passionately defended five children who weren’t hers, was creating a maelstrom of emotion within him. Mostly possessive emotions.
***
As the weeks passed, seeing Sabeen each day only amplified the feelings he felt for her. All of them had fit in well, the children actually argued about who was better at swabbing decks. Only a few storms had crossed their path, so the journey, in that regard,  had been uneventful.
Along with sewing, Sabeen also pitched in around the ship. Earlier today, he’d watched her assist in emptying the bilge hold whilst singing a pumping shanty with the others. Now, as he stood at the helm, he observed her on the bow sparring with Tao, the five youngsters looking on as was most of his crew.
“She is good.”
Mikahil stood beside him, his pale blond hair, peeking out from beneath the blue cloth on his head, agleam in the sun. The Russian had been part of his crew for the past two years. Big. Stalwart. And a man Pug genuinely liked.
“Aye, she is that.”
She had skills that had been good at the start but were vastly approved.
“A fast learner.”
Somewhere within him—a place he didn’t wish to acknowledge—stirred a spark of jealousy at the admiration in Mikahil’s tone. Pug shoved it into a dark corner and stared at her, his analytical mind breaking it down. Posture—excellent. Footwork—good. Strength—good. Instinct—excellent. Problem—some demon rode her back and messed up her concentration. He could see it during longer sessions.
“Is she married?”
It took a lot for Pug to retain his snappy retort. This jealousy didn’t only make zero sense, but it also grew with the strength and speed of the storms they oft times faced at sea.
“I have not inquired. She has not mentioned a husband to me.” He forced himself to breathe easily and remain relaxed.
Mikahil grunted and proceeded closer to where Sabeen worked with Tao. Pug wanted to be there. Wanted the others gone. Wanted to wind his hands in her hair and kiss her again. That brief peck he gave her shouldn’t have even registered as a kiss, however, it not only had, but it also haunted him. Awake or asleep, it made no difference. The memory of the feel of her soft lips beneath his had him hardening within his breeches and craving to explore her so much more.
He ate alone that night, disgusted with how swiftly his control eroded when it came to Sabeen. Finishing his apple, he left his cabin and strolled on deck. With a nod to Mr. Krill, he moved toward the bow. The moon, nearly full, shone brilliantly from the cloudless sky.
He felt her presence prior to physically seeing her. She had this way of making his skin tingle, as if it had come alive. He tossed the core overboard and spied her leaning against the starboard rail. As he stood there, she pushed away, drew her sword, and began practicing again. Even from here, he could sense her frustration.
“You need to let go of your demons,” he said.
Sabeen may have merely been practicing, but her response to him shocking her was all too real. Her second weapon was palmed instantly, and her footing changed to a defensive stance.
She exhaled loudly. “Oh, you.”
He didn’t know what to make of that. “Tao beats you only because you defeat yourself first.”
Sheathing her weapons, she curled an arm along her waist. She tipped her head to the side and watched him without blinking. “What do you mean?”
Pug strode closer to her, noticing her hair fell completely free and unbound around her shoulders. The curls danced in the wind, teasing him and calling to him to touch. Swallowing, he moved even closer, observing her every reaction. The widening of her eyes, the increased breathing, and—unfortunately—the suspicion.
“You are a brilliant swordswoman. You have incredible instincts and plenty of natural ability.” He nearly groaned when she slid a hand through her hair. “From my observations, you are the basis of your own defeat. When you fight, the longer it goes on, whatever is up here,” he pointed at her head, “distracts you. You see things which are not there and react, allowing your opponent the win.”
Her features went cold and impersonal. “I see.”
“What is the memory you are fighting so hard, Sabeen?”
“Pasts are not always pleasant,” she replied, turning to stare out over the ocean.
“I know this.”
Her bark of laughter had him frowning. “If you say so, Cap’n.” The words were polite, but he couldn’t miss the disbelief at his statement.
“You seem determined to believe my life was perfect as a child.”
“Forgive me, but even a rough childhood of an earl’s son seems it would be better than that of a slave.”
“Probably, but I was not always the son of an earl. I grew up on the streets, fighting for every little thing. Food. Shelter. Clothes.”
She grunted. “I am sorry for what you went through.” Complete sincerity, that time.
“What is it that you think about when fighting?” Lord help him, he wanted her to open up. But to him, not someone else.
“You asked me who taught me to use a sword. That one. He took great pleasure in finding new ways to give me false hope. I was around Jon and Crissy’s age when it switched to swords.” Her voice was flat, apathetic. “I had minimal lessons then was fighting with grown men. If I lost,” she waved one hand, “when, when I lost, I was the prize.”
His ears roared, and he again wished this man alive before him. There were quite a few things he longed to do to him.
“As I got older, I got better, but he never played fair. Eventually, I would lose.”
Despite the bland tone, he could see the slight tremors that rocked her. He wound a hand around a rope and sat on the rail. While he longed to hold her, Pug realized it wouldn’t be welcomed.
“Let me work with you and help you learn to either lock that away or let it go.”
“You think you can?”
He curled the fingers of his free hand so he wouldn’t draw her closer. “Yes.” He shifted on the wood and swung one leg. “There was this large bloke near where I wanted to sleep at night. Any time he caught me, he would beat me into unconsciousness. There was this look he would get on his face before he would deliver the first blow. Demonic glee. For years, any time I saw that look on someone, man or woman, I reverted back. The fear overtook me.”
He’d hoped she would understand what he tried to get across. It wasn’t about diminishing what she went through. When she mimicked him and sat, facing him, he wanted to grin like a fool.
“How did you end up the son of an earl?”
“He had not yet become an earl when I was paid to take him a note. His staff fed me and allowed me to sit in the kitchen by the fire to defeat the cold that had sunk in my bones. He came in, big and imposing. Black hair and a gold earring. His scowl had me scared.”
“You brought him a message; why would he scowl at you?”
“He was more angry about the bruise on my face. I stayed there with him and met the woman who I call Mama.” He smiled. “I have a brother, Alexander, and a sister, Evangeline, who we call Eva. And, a new brother, who I have not met yet. This time will be the first time I have seen him.”
“Yet, you are a pirate.” He cleared his throat. “Sorry. You are what the situation calls for.”
“Yes, precisely. Now, will you let me help you?”
Silence drifted between them for a brief time. Pug monitored her guise, waiting for response. Restlessness swarmed him as he fought the urge to pace; instead, he held still in hope of an affirmative.
“If you do not mind.”
Relief spilled into him. “Excellent.”
“May I ask you a question?”
Anything as long as you talk to me. “Go ahead.”
“You say your father wears a gold earring. Is he a pirate, as well? Or was he? And, why do you wear silver instead of gold?”
Extremely inquisitive was this woman, once she relaxed a bit. He shifted with the ship and watched as she did, as well.
“My father was a commander in His Majesty’s Royal Navy. That was when he got the earring. I wear both gold and silver in honor of my parents.”
“How did you get to the sea?”
“After I finished Eton, I signed up with a merchant vessel. I was needing something different. Once I started back, I was reminded how much I craved the freedom. My parents had traveled so I was used to ships.”
“Did you ever get over her?”
“Her?” He frowned slightly not sure where the direction was going.
Sabeen laughed softly. “People run for a reason, usually to do with life or love. From the amount of dresses in my cabin, I assumed it was not the male who broke your heart.”
Pug huffed. “Definitely not male.”
“So, did you?”
Jo. Pug waited for that familiar yearning to fill him at the thought of her. Nothing. “I hope so. She married my father’s best friend.”
“You would have seen them often.” She nodded. “Makes sense.”
“What about you? Someone out here who has your heart?”
“Not other than the children.”
He wasn’t the least bit upset by that pronouncement. She tried to stifle a yawn. “Go to bed, Captain’s orders.”
“Aye, aye, Cap’n.” She bounced off the rail and landed with catlike grace on the balls of her feet before she slipped off into the night.
Pug sat there for a while, realizing his infatuation with Jo had been replaced by something no longer childish or adolescent. No, his growing feelings toward the unique Sabeen were definitely ones from a man. His desire for her had crept into extremely explicit dreams, as well.
With a ragged breath, he, too, headed for his cabin. This trip will be interesting, to say the least. As he passed her door, he paused and struggled with the urge to enter and show her being with a man was not a horrible experience.
***
“Here you are, Mikahil.” Sabeen handed over the pile of clothes she’d finished sewing for him.
“You are treasure, Sabeen. Let me get you money.”
“I will be right here.” She remained in the sun and smiled as she gazed about the ship. It had gotten decidedly cooler lately; the crew mostly no longer went shirtless or shoeless. She’d been extra busy sewing warmer clothes. Everyone paid her, and she had collected quite a bit of money. She flexed her warm toes inside her shoes. The man from America had shown her how to make moccasins. They didn’t pinch like English shoes. So, she preferred them greatly. Pug had given her enough tanned animal skin and furs to make them for the children, as well.
As if her thoughts conjured him up, she spied the captain working with his men. They had a tear in the main sail, so it had been brought down, and Sabeen had sewn it. Now, they were hefting it back up.
Pug had no shirt on as he pulled on the ropes. The sun loved his bronzed body, muscles rippling with each moment he made, no matter how minute. His black breeches left nothing to her imagination, which spent way too much time thinking about him. His hair blew messily in the wind, allowing the occasional glimpse of his earrings. He had put his gold one in, as well.
The children stood out of the way, watching and hoping they could be of assistance. All of them had blossomed on this trip.
Mikihal returned and put some money in her hand. “Thank you.”
His smile came easy and wide. “Thank you, Sabeen. Always nice to have a woman’s touch on board.” He bowed. “I should work now.”
“Go.” 
He smiled again and strode away. She turned her head to find Pug staring in her direction. His scowl had her fearful something was wrong until he returned his attention to his current job. Freed of his pinning stare, she went back to her cabin to put the money away. Shutting the jar, she froze at the sound of the door clicking. Her tension faded when she saw who it was.
“Crissy. I thought you were watching them replace the sail.”
“They finished almost. I have to see Mr. Krill about plotting courses. It will be like an exam.”
She smiled at the child’s enthusiasm. “Good luck.”
The girl beamed at her, white teeth flashing from tanned skin. At the plantation, Crissy had shown no desire for schooling. Now, she was absorbing all she could.
“If I do good, I can eat with the captain.”
“You will be great.” Her encouragement came with another smile.
Crissy ran to the door and slipped through with a wave. After the evening meal—where Crissy ate with the captain—and the kids exhausted and out in their beds, Sabeen made her way to a different door. She knocked softly on it.
It swung open, and she found herself facing Pug. His hair pulled back from his chiseled features had her belly tightening slightly. Blue eyes stared at her, full of heat and anticipation.
“Ready?”
She nodded and stepped into his cabin, brushing against him as she did so. The click of the door never pulled her attention from the table with candles. He paused behind her, his warmth draping around her as a blanket, his scent embedded into her.
“Your move.” His words were whispered in a low and decadent tone.
Stepping from his circle of warmth, she sat at one chair and stared over the waiting chessboard. Pug joined her and placed a drink before her.
“Saw you and Mikhail laughing with one another today.”
Fingers on her bishop, she looked across the smooth yet scarred table at him. “Was I keeping him from his duties? I am sorry. I understand now why you were scowling at me. I will make sure he is not working next time I am to return his items.” Eyes back on the board, she moved.
“That is not why,” he said, countering with his knight.
“Then, I do not understand.” She met his gaze, waiting for an explanation.
“You were laughing with him.”
She canted her head to the side. “Is he a man I am not allowed to laugh with?” She frowned. “Are there more? Why was this not mentioned—“
He leaned close and placed his hand over her mouth. “Hush.”
She complied, unable to think of anything to say anyway. Sabeen didn’t try to move his hand, just waited to see what would come next. No fear welled up inside her. She understood now. She trusted this man. During this trip, while he’d been helping her learn to not allow her fear to compromise her, they’d been in numerous situations where he could have easily taken advantage but never did. So, this move didn’t so much bother her as it did confuse her. She longed to flick her tongue against his callused palm. What would his reaction be to her, then?
“You have no fear.”
Question or statement, she wasn’t positive, so she gave a couple blinks and waited longer yet for what he would do. He stared at her, blue eyes heated in the light, then slowly removed his hand, fingertips lingering oh-so briefly along her lips.
“You no longer fear me. For this, I am glad. I was jealous, Sabeen. That is why.”
She furrowed her brow as she watched him. “Why would you be jealous?”
He gave a harsh chuckle before tipping over his king. Sabeen tensed slightly, unsure of what was going to happen next. That move was indicative of ‘game over’, which she left after. This game had ended early, and Pug, well, he seemed upset.
Rising, she flicked her tongue along her lips, only to freeze when he speared her with his gaze. Another harsh sound escaped him.
“Perhaps some fear remains, after all. You should go.”
“Aye, Cap’n. G’night.” She hastened to the door and slipped through without a look back. Two steps away, and she flinched at the sound of something shattering in the room she’d just vacated.
For the next three weeks, Sabeen made sure to avoid him. The temperature had dropped even more, and while it didn’t seem to bother the children any, she wasn’t adverse to spending more time in her quarters. The sun felt weaker and couldn’t seem to penetrate the chill or dampness that had sunk deep into her bones.
“Cap would like to see you, Sabeen,” Drav hollered after knocking on her door.
She stared at the pile of clothing left to fix. “Where?” 
“The helm.”
“I will be right there.” She gazed out the window and frowned at the rain that continued to pelt down. “If England is like this, I will not like it one bit.” Standing, she hooked her cape, flipped up her hood, and departed the warmth of the cabin.
The deck pitched and rolled as the junk knifed through the choppy water. She walked cautiously until she stood by Pug. Glancing up at him from beneath the edge of her hood, she was taken aback by the raw savagery she saw. The wind and rain had long since plastered his shirt to his upper body, outlining the fluid muscles she tried not to notice. His black hair stuck to his scalp and his blue eyes were alight with a fire for life. He enjoyed this, all evidence pointed to that fact.
“You asked to see me, Cap’n?”
“Take the wheel, Sabeen.”
She brushed close as she followed his directive. Even the rain couldn’t keep his raw masculine scent from surrounding her. The feel of the wood beneath her hands made her smile and not complain when the wind tore her hood free.
“Are you sure it wise for me to handle her in these conditions?” She had to holler as the increasing wind whipped her words away.
Pug stepped up behind her, bracing her in as he, too, gripped the wheel. “You are fine. I will help if you need it.”
True to his word, he only added his endless strength if she needed it. The rain pounded into her skin; however, instead of making her weary, it revived her.
“You think I would not notice your avoidance?”
“I meant no disrespect; it seemed the last time we were in the same room, I caused you irritation.”
The wheel jumped, and the ship jerked portside, causing her to slip. Pug’s strength supported her. She squinted through the streaming rain; it had turned ugly in a flash. Lightning streaked across the sky off the starboard side, illuming the vast sky of swirling clouds.
He hollered orders before taking the wheel from her. “Get to your cabin and stay there. This will get rougher before it gets better.” It bothered her, the thought of him remaining out in this. He saw her hesitation. “Go on.”
Wiping the rain from her face, a pointless endeavor, she nodded and began to make her way back to the cabin. He grabbed her by the front of the cloak and pulled her close, claiming her mouth in an almost bruising—definitely possessive—kiss. She sagged against him when he drew back.
“Do not worry, luv. She can handle this storm. Go now, hurry.”
He set her away, and she hastened as fast as she could, the tingle of his lips on hers combined with the taste of him and the cold rain. A delicious mixture. Hot and cold.
The children were already in the cabin, on the same bed, huddled together. Sabeen hung up her sodden cloak and tried her best to reassure them. Eventually, they all fell asleep. She had to ignore her desire—or was it need—to make her way back out to where Pug was.
When morning broke, she was relieved the storm had passed. Escorting the kids out into the cold air, she took note of the damage. To her, it looked extensive as they rocked along with calmer seas.
“Wait in the cabin; I will bring you food. Crissy, Jon, we do not need to be in the way.” Both nodded and ushered the young ones back in. The moment the door closed, she made her way to the galley.
Seamus, an Irishman, glanced up as she entered.
“Mornin’, lass.”
“Hello, Seamus. Did you fare well?”
His grin came easy. “This ship is sound, lass. We are fine. The wee ones, shall I take them some food?”
“I have no wish to—“
“It is not a problem.” He tossed her an apple.
“Thank you. I shall inquire if I can assist.” She took a large bite as she left his galley. Up on the main deck, she worried her lip as she glanced around.
“Survived the night, I see.”
Sabeen stifled her body’s reaction to that rich, smooth voice. Without turning to face the man who wielded such a dangerously potent voice, she nodded. “Anything I can to do help here?”
“Do you fear heights?”
That question had her pivoting to face him. “No.”
“Would you feel comfortable to climb the mast and sew on the sail up there?”
She followed his pointing finger. A thrill filled her; she’d wanted to climb up there since she first boarded the ship. “No problem.”
Pug stared at her, gave a perfunctory nod, and left to attend something else. She stared as he strode away, king of his domain. Each move, languid yet coiled precision. He shouted orders as he went, and the men jumped to follow the commands.
It turned out she didn’t go up by herself but with Tao. Lashed securely, she began working. Tao replaced some bamboo. The ocean, flat as glass, continually drew her attention.
“Amazing how she tries to kill you one minute and, the next, is calm like sleeping baby.” Tao’s comment had her looking out over the smooth surface.
“Beautiful is what she is.”
“You show no fear for her.”
Sabeen looked down again. “Not any in me for her. I respect her.”
Tao grunted as he continued working. “Respect important.”
She moved to another tear. “How long until we reach England?”
“This week.” He repositioned himself before her. “You be careful there. Many try to keep you.”
Swallowing, she touched his arm. “I am only there until I find the uncle. I will be fine.”
Tao didn’t allow her to pull free, capturing her hand and holding her. “It is a pit of vipers.” 
She understood. “Thank you.” His nod was almost nonexistent before he scampered off to another part with a monkey’s ease.
It took them a few hours to fix the sails, but it got done. Reluctantly, Sabeen made her way back to the deck. The men met her with smiles and good-natured ribbing. As the main sail billowed out as it caught the wind, she realized something. She fit in.
Her joy morphed to something else when Pug appeared in her line of sight. How did he manage to make her feel so confused? He stood there, legs braced and arms crossed. Hair disheveled and moving in the wind.
“A word.” He wheeled around and walked off.
She walked swiftly after him. He led them to his cabin, and she closed the door behind her. Pug went to his desk and sat in his chair.
“We will be to England in a few days.”
His statement brought her from her musings. She’d not been back in here since the night he’d mentioned jealousy.
“Tao spoke of this to me.”
A brief scowl flashed on his face. “I see.” He tapped a pencil on the table.
“Is there anything else? I have sewing to get back to.” He was the one man who she’d not mended clothing for. She had mixed emotions on that.
His fingers flexed, and she watched a muscle tic in his jaw. Was he again upset with her? What had she done now?
“Go.” His word was rasped and skated along her skin much as if he’d touched her personally.
“Aye, Cap’n.”
He beat her to the door, slamming his hand against it, blocking her exit. She took several deep breaths before turning cautiously to face him. Her heart thundered, and she did all she could not to show her uncertainty.
“Was there something else?” she queried.
Being blocked in by a man was nothing new to her. What was—these unpredictable emotions around this man. He gazed at her, perhaps through. His eyes, dark and swirling with pent up emotions. He brushed against her, so fleeting she almost believed she imagined it. His scent wove and wrapped around her. Pressing her hands against the door behind her, she refused to release his gaze. Her nipples had drawn tight, and deep within her belly, she ached. For something.
With the hand not braced upon the wood, he lifted one of her curls and rubbed along it. He wound it along his finger before releasing it, only to do it all over again.
“When we land, you and the kids stay close to me.”
“Aye, Cap’n.”
“Go now before I forget how to be a gentleman and take you here, against this door.” His gaze blazed hotter than she’d ever seen it before. “For starters. Then, on my desk.” He added two more fingers to her hair. “There are so many—“
She bolted, cutting off his sentence. While she didn’t wish to be confined in her room, she figured it was safer there. The kids came and went as she distractedly worked on the remaining sewing. Another storm arrived that evening, and she stayed in her cabin.
Each day, it got gloomier. And colder. She avoided Pug best she could or kept their interaction to a minimum.
“I see it!” Crissy cried out. “London.” 
A call all the children answered, scrambling to look out the window. The closer they got, the more nervous Sabeen became. What if this didn’t go well? What would she do, then? The children were depending on her, and she couldn’t—wouldn’t—let them down.
A knock had Olivia scrambling to answer it. Pug stood there. With a smile and a quick word to the girl, he entered, dragging a trunk behind him. “For your things.”
Sabeen dampened her lips and nodded. “Thank you, Cap’n.”
“Make sure you wear a dress. And no swords.” He was gone, just like that.
A dress was bad enough, but no swords. So unfair.
“What dress?” Ester piped up.
“Why do you not choose one for me?” All the girls ran to see while the boys continued to the stare at London.
Before she began packing, she gathered the children and looked each one in the eyes.
“Be good. Be respectful. And, remember, this is an adventure.”
If only she could believe those words she spoke to the five children who were counting on her for their very survival.





  
Chapter Five
 
Pug hid his frown as the cloyingly unpleasant scent of burning coal reached his nose. Have not even docked in port, and I already miss the fresh air out at sea.
“Mr. Krill.”
“Aye, Cap’n?”
“Have the men decided?”
“Returning home, Cap’n.”
Pug didn’t blame them for not wanting to remain in London. “Smart. Return for me when…” He trailed off. His men knew; they always had.
“Aye, Cap’n. We shall see you again upon our return.” They shook hands and made their way to the gangplank. Sabeen and the children waited there by the trunk. She wore blue muslin, beneath a black cloak. He knew she wore her moccasins, and it had him almost smiling.
“Wait here until I hire a hack,” he ordered, striding by them and avoiding the men bringing on new supplies and rations.
It didn’t take him long, and they were on their way, the single trunk lashed to the back. He faced Sabeen in the carriage. The boys sat with him and the girls with her. They all wore more clothing than they had on his ship.
“We will go see if my parents are in town. If not, come morning we will head out to the country home.”
Sabeen shifted slightly, and he knew she was uncomfortable. He understood. Or at least he thought he did. The five kids bounced around and glanced out both windows. He didn’t mind, and resting his head back, he observed Sabeen from beneath lowered lids.
She sat stiffly, her hands betraying her nervousness. He’d learned that about her during the voyage. Among other things. Such as when she was in the deep thought, she would chew on the left side of her lower lip. A lip he desired to chew on. He wouldn’t stop there, oh no. He’d…
Forcing those thoughts away, he willed his body back under control. Not an easy task. He made it work, however, because having an erection at this precise moment would not be good.
“What are you thinking?”
As he’d hoped, her gaze found his. “There are a lot of people.”
“Aye.” He sighed heavily as they went past the Mews. Even after all these years…it still gave him chills.
The driver made good time and drew to a halt. Hopping out, Pug glanced around, up and down the street. It all looked the same yet felt stifling. One by one, the children disembarked, and he turned to assist Sabeen. Her hand slipped into his as he helped her down, but she never met his gaze. He had to bite back his growl of distaste.
Once their trunk rested on the ground, he paid the man before approaching the footman. Pug didn’t recognize him.
“Are Lord and Lady Clifton home?”
The man sniffed while scanning Pug’s worn attire. “You may leave your card.”
Rolling his eyes, Pug opened the door and called out, “Anyone here?”
“Look here,” the footman began, only to fall silent when the butler walked into view.
“What is all this… Master Pug, is that you?” Archer had gotten a bit grayer but, otherwise, looked much the same.
“Aye, Archer.”
The man smiled slightly and moved closer. “It is good to you, sir.”
“And you. Are they here?”
“In town, yes. The house, no.” He waved, and more footmen arrived.
“I have some guests who will need rooms.”
Archer peered outside. “Yes, sir. Fetch the trunk, Luke, and carry it to—“
“The room next to mine.” Pug hadn’t intended to say anything about where Sabeen would sleep. When it came down to it, however, he found he wanted her close.
“Very good, sir.” A nod, and the footmen were off.
“Sabeen,” Pug called out. 
He waved her up when those brown eyes stared at him. Marshaling the kids before her, she made her way to his side, where she stood slightly behind him, eyes downcast.
“Sir, would you like the kids in separate rooms?”
He stared at them and saw the uncertainty they tried not to display. “They can use the nursery.”
“Very good, sir.” Archer barked out a few more orders, and soon, Pug stood in the foyer with Sabeen. The children had followed the housekeeper.
“It will be fine, Sabeen.”
“Aye, Cap’n, if you say so. I will stay with the children, then. In the nursery?”
“No.” At her flinch, he realized his refusal had come out harsher than he’d intended. “You have a room of your own. I will take you.”
She followed silently to the door of her room. Maids trailed by, having just put on fresh linens. He urged her into the room. The dark green and gold colors seemed to shimmer in the afternoon light.
“I…I cannot say here.”
He scowled at the back of her head. “You can, and you will.” He moved beside her and gestured to the trunk. “The children’s clothes will be taken to them.”
She stepped past him, and he fell quiet, watching her as she walked to the tall window overlooking the backyard. Her fingers trailed along the gold brocade on the curtains before she faced him slowly.
“Thank you.”
Having expected more argument from her, her soft-spoken gratitude shocked him. Sketching a bow, he walked back to the door as footmen lugged in a tub and maids carried in hot water for her. After the tub was filled and a fire burned in the hearth, he left.
The children were easy; he just put them outside to run in the back and had a maid and footman to watch them. As he made his way to the front of the house, he heard the door. Walking into view, he grinned at the sight awaiting him.
“Pug!”
The strong arms around him were so familiar and wonderful. “Hello, Mama.” He kissed her and pulled back to see the love overflowing from her expression. He’d been gone for six years.
“Pug.”
A final smile to the woman he’d always view as a mother and turned to the man who had raised him as his own. “Good to see you, sir.” He held out his hand.
Colin Faulkner, Earl of Clifton, lifted an eyebrow. “After six years gone from here, you think a handshake will be enough? Come here, son.” 
In seconds, Pug was in another embrace. From there, it was to his sister, Eva, and the youngest he’d not yet met, Greyson.
“Where’s Alex?” he asked, watching his three-year-old brother scamper around.
“With some friends. He will be home soon.” Najja took his hand. “Are you home to stay?”
He heard her desire and squeezed her hand “I am actually trying to locate some people for—“
Najja went still, and Pug knew who she’d spotted. Turning his head, he gave Sabeen a nod and beckoned her closer. She obeyed and waited, head bowed, at his side.
“Sabeen,” he said. “This is the Earl and Countess Clifton. My parents.”
He’d shocked her, but she didn’t let it show. Instead, she dropped into the perfect curtsey.
“Pleased to meet you, my lord. My lady. Thank you for allowing us to stay.” She glanced at Pug, eyes wary and unsure. “I will go check on the children.”
She headed to the stairs. 
“Sabeen.”
“Aye, Cap’n?” she asked with a hand on the banister.
“They are out back.”
“Thank you.” Silently, she walked in the direction he pointed.
“Well, now,” Colin said. “I believe an explanation is in order, Cap’n.”
Pug flushed. “We found them hiding from a revolt. She’d run with five kids. Two of them the plantation owner’s children. They have an uncle over here, so we are trying to find them and see if he can and is willing to care for the two.”
“And the other three?” Najja questioned.
“I have no clue,” he admitted.
Najja swept up Greyson and headed to the back, daughter in tow. Colin sighed.
“Come on, son.”
“Is she upset I brought them here?”
“No. Of course not. She does not want you to leave so soon.” They walked to the back of the house and opened the door. Najja already stood amongst the children. “You also know how protective she is.”
True enough, he knew firsthand. 
“So,” Colin said as they stood there. “Captain?”
He shrugged negligently. “She would go with either that or ‘sir’ which I am not.”
“I see.”
Pug figured his father did. And saw more than he would want. “Can you assist us in locating the uncle?”
“Of course. We will start tomorrow. I know you have guests with you, but I need to speak with you on an important matter.”
“Yes, sir.” He didn’t like the uncertain expression on Colin’s face.
“Let me meet these children.” They exited the house.
While Colin pushed the kids on a swing, Sabeen remained off by herself, and Najja approached Pug. 
“Who is she to you?”
His gaze lingered on the woman in question. The sun shone warmly, and Sabeen stood in the light allowing it to reflect off her. No hat or shawl.
“Someone who needed help.”
“No. There is more. This way you watch her…”
“Like Father watches you.”
She sighed. “I see strength in her.”
“She has not had it easy.” He tried to remain casual about it but failed.
“I see.”
As had occurred with Colin, he knew the woman he called Mother saw way more. He crossed his arms and readjusted his stance.
Colin eventually made his way back to their side. “A word now, son?” 
Pug hesitated, glancing back to where Sabeen waited near the kids. 
“She will be fine. Najja is here.”
“I will be right inside, Sabeen.” He wanted her to look at him once more.
“Aye, Cap’n.”
He gave her a wink before following Colin back inside the townhouse. Trailing him to the study, he found himself remembering his first visit here. How scared he’d been and how he’d fought not to show that fact.
“Pug?” He blinked and found Colin before him, a glass of whisky outstretched. “You all right, son?”
“Remembering my first day here.” He accepted the drink and tossed back the amber liquid without thought.
Colin chuckled. “Need another?”
Pug gave a wry grin as he walked to refill his glass. This time, he carried it to a chair across from his father and sank into the buttery soft leather. After resting his booted ankle upon his knee, he watched his father. His black hair had threads of silver through it, yet it merely added more distinction to his countenance.
“It is good to have you home. We miss you.”
“I like the sea. Not that I do not miss all of you, as well, but here is…stifling.”
Colin nodded and sipped his drink. “I know. She’s powerful with her call.”
“You taught me to both fear and respect her.” He would and often did recall the times spent on the ocean with Colin and the clipper, Reliance.
“What I have to tell you may be disturbing and difficult to believe.”
Pug sat forward, resting both feet on the floor. “Something wrong?” He may love the sea, but this was his family, and he would fight for them to his last breath.
“There have been some inquires made”—Colin swished the liquid in his glass—“about you.”
Pug leaned back and raised a brow. “Me?”
“And your past.”
A knot grew in the pit of his stomach. His past. He’d closed the door on that life. Hadn’t he? “In what manner?”
“A new man entered White’s. A Baron York.”
Pug stared at him. “Is the name supposed to mean something to me?”
“Yes. Does it?”
“Ne’er ‘eard o’ the bloke. He claiming I did something untoward to his get?” He couldn’t help but notice how his language slipped back to how it used to be in the barest of fractions.
“No, nothing like that.” Colin readjusted in his seat. “I think he is your uncle.”
He frowned. “My uncle? I do not recall having one.” A thought hit him. “Is this because you no longer want me to act as your son? Would it be better for the Clifton name?” Bitterness coated his tongue as he spoke.
Colin’s green eyes widened as he leaned back in his chair. Empty glass dangling from his fingers, he furrowed his brow. “Is that what you believe?” Was that hurt in his gaze? “That I no longer want…we no longer want you?”
“You have three kids. Two boys. You do not need me.”
Colin pointed at him. “Listen carefully, Pug. We have four children. Our eldest is and will always be you. If I find out tomorrow you are the king’s child, I would still look upon you as mine.”
Pug heard the possession in that tone he’d only heard once before in his life. When Colin had taken him to Africa to get Najja back.
“As would I.” Najja’s soft voice entered the conversation, and he turned to find her approaching. She paused by him and cupped his cheek. “You are my son. Mine! Now and forever. Understand?”
“Yes, ma’am.” 
He pressed a kiss to her palm before she continued her way to Colin’s side. She was still a force to be reckoned with. A woman who’d been raised as an assassin, she’d never been anything but wonderful to him.
“Now that is straightened up. I asked, Pug, because I thought you had walked in when I saw him. I engaged him in a conversation, and he claimed he had never heard of you, but his eyes were scared.”
His mind raced. Did he have parents out there? Siblings?
“Berry hunted up some information.” Colin paused.
“What did he discover?”
“The man I met is your uncle. His name is Wallace Collingwood.”
Wallace. Pug shook his head. “I do not remember the name. So this man, my uncle, is Baron York?”
“Not exactly.”
Pug waited for the explanation. They watched him, silent, and he knew. “I am a baron. The title is mine?”
“Yes.”
He was glad to be seated. “I’m a street urchin.”
“Your father was Baron York. You were their only child. A carriage accident took their lives, and you were placed under your uncle’s care.” Colin tensed. “Then, they claimed you had perished due to sickness. And, he got your estate.”
“He wanted me dead.”
“It has been called into question now because someone else believed him to be you.” 
Mind reeling, he rose and placed his tumbler on the sideboard before walking toward the door. “I need to think.” Kissing his mother, he vanished to do just that.
***
Sabeen watched the children play and observed the maid and footman who were also there. They didn’t seem to have any issues with watching darker skinned children or who their mistress was. To say meeting the countess had shocked her would be a lie. Never in all her imagination had Sabeen envisioned Pug having a black woman whom he considered to be his mother. But, to be fair, he didn’t really look like the earl either, aside from mannerisms.
Najja came to the door and called everyone inside. Dutifully, Sabeen followed the order. Once the children were being fed, brown eyes pinned her. Najja moved fluidly toward her.
“Are you finding everything to your satisfaction?”
“Yes, my lady, thank you.” She dipped.
“No need to call me that. Najja will suffice just fine.” Her uncertainty must have shown. “I prefer Najja to ‘my lady’ or ‘countess’.”
“As you desire.”
“Tell me about you, Sabeen.” She guided her to a sofa in a parlor.
“Not much to tell, I—“
She broke off, her words leaving her in a surging rush. The men entered the room, and she found she couldn’t look away from Pug. Dressed as an Englishman, he took her breath away. His black suit with a hint of blue from his vest looked amazing on him. He had his hair drawn back, bringing more attention to ruggedly masculine features. His blue eyes sparkled when he spied her.
“Shall we eat?”
The voice dragged her focus from Pug. The Earl of Clifton stood before her, offering his arm. Forcing herself to show no fear, she rose and placed her hand on his arm. She resisted the urge to glace back at Pug.
Colin even held her chair for her. She watched Pug do the same for Najja. Only she got a kiss on the cheek. He could have gone to his right and quickly taken his seat, but he came around her side of the table.
“Stiff upper lip, luv,” he whispered in her ear as he trailed one finger along the back of her neck. Then moved on to his chair where he winked again at her. She tried to be invisible, yet they continually included her in the conversation while dining on the largest meal she’d had. Ever. 
Colin called Najja ‘luv’, and it had Sabeen wondering why Pug used it on her. As soon as dessert was finished, the four of them retired to a sitting room. A fire burned in the hearth as the wind whipped around outside.
“May I pour you a drink, Sabeen?”
“No, thank you, my lord.” She was too nervous to drink spirits.
“Would you prefer tea?”
She wrung her hands in her lap. “I am fine. Thank you most kindly for the offer.” She watched Pug go to the door and speak to someone before returning to his seat. Colin nodded and fixed drinks for the others.
“She reminds me of someone,” Colin said, pointedly staring at his wife.
A maid entered after knocking. She carried a tray which Pug took from her then approached the table before Sabeen. The heady aroma had her smiling.
“Hot chocolate.” Pug poured her a mug from the white and pink service. “Do not refuse, luv. Drink.”
He remained beside her, and she tried hard to forget the way Colin’s brow rose before his shared look with his wife at Pug’s statement. Fingers curved around the delicate mug, she inhaled the poignant fragrance before sipping.
Conversation flowed, and she listened as Pug filled his parents in on his adventures for the past couple of years. He didn’t allow her to be neglected for he oft brushed against her or watched her until she flushed.
Everything was lulling her, however, and when the door burst open to admit another couple, she tensed. An attractive pair, she noticed as she rose to curtsey. The man was as tall and strong as both Colin and Pug. The woman was stunning in a red dress. Her hair was a mass of reds and browns.
“Pug,” she said warmly, approaching him.
He sketched a bow. “Good to see you, Jo. And you, I.”
It hit Sabeen, and she sat back down, unable to have her legs work. This was the woman he’d wanted. The one he couldn’t have and subsequently left London to make his life on the sea.
“This is Sabeen.” She rose again. “Sabeen, Trystan and Jo, Viscount and Viscountess Wilkes.”
She bobbed again, eyes down. “Honored to meet you.”
“Oh, are you not beautiful,” Jo said, reaching out to shake her hand. “Please, call me Jo. I hate all the pretentious titles. Tryst, come say hi.”
Sabeen longed to slink to a corner but sat by Pug as the conversation resumed. She didn’t like the twist in her gut. Not at all. It was jealousy, she knew that. She didn’t like it.
She had no right to have feelings for this man. A man she had no idea how long she’d would see him.
“Sabeen?”
“Aye, Cap’n?” she responded automatically.
She didn’t miss the shared looks on the others faces.
“Tell them about Crissy and Stephen, luv.”
Or those looks. Placing her cup down, she folded her hands in her lap and took a deep breath.
“Crissy and Stephan were the children of the plantation owner. After I found their parents dead, I took them with me. Mr. Stanton mentioned a brother in England a few times while I was in his presence. He also had a cousin on the island, Mr. Rupert Twist.”
“Why did you not take the children to him?” Trystan asked.
She hesitated.
“Tell them, luv. You can speak freely here.”
“Mr. Rupert has never been kind to the children. Always made comments about Stephen dying in an accident.” She shrugged. “He said they were jokes. I do not believe so.”
“Do you know any more of the uncle?” Colin spoke this time.
“Very little, my lord. Crissy may recall more. His first name is Brandon. I do not know if he carries a title or not. He is the elder brother. I recall them saying he had four children. That is all.”
“We shall begin searching tomorrow,” Colin stated.
“Thank you, my lord.” She felt marginally better about it now.
“What about the other three? Jon, Ester, and Olivia?” Najja asked.
“You left with five kids?” Jo smiled at her. “I like you even more.”
“I will take them with me when we leave.” She gave Jo a small smile.
“And if the uncle can’t or won’t take Crissy and Stephen?” Trystan draped his arm around his wife.
“Then, I take them, too.” She clenched her fists.
“Calm down, luv,” Pug said.
She took a deep breath and sat back. She’d been rude and defiant, but this group merely smiled and nodded.
“They are family. We stick together,” she vowed, striving to keep a calm tone.
Najja spoke something in a language she couldn’t understand, but it was obvious the others did. She laced and unlaced her fingers together, unsure of what was to come.
Pug pressed his leg against her until she looked at him. His blue eyes creating havoc within her.
“It will work out. They can find anyone.”
“How much will it cost me?”
“Steep,” he said gravely. “Are you sure you want to know?”
Her belly clenched. Not at all. “I have to. If I do not have enough now, I must seek a way to make more.”
His gaze darkened. “Do not.”
“What?” She didn’t understand.
“Work the streets.” The low ferocity in his timbre shook her.
“I will do whatever to protect the children.”
“You will not whore yourself,” he growled.
“I am not your concern, Cap’n. You did as promised and delivered me along with the children to England.”
“As promised, right.” He leaned closer and she could smell the whisky on his breath. “Here be another. You will never work the streets.”
“You cannot promise that.”
“Yes. I can. I will not let you.”
“You are not my protector.”
His brows converged. “No?”
“I would have found a way.” Not as easily, for sure.
“You would have ended up a toy for an entire crew had I not taken you.”
“You came looking for revenge,” she snapped, losing her cool. Something only this man could get her to do.
“I never laid a hand on you, despite you attacking me with a sword. And drugging me then leaving me in that damn cave.”
She glared back. “I could have poisoned you instead. Not to mention, I saved you in port during that fight.”
“You mean the one where I told you to run?” His voice rose.
“You gave me a sword,” she protested, throwing her hands up with frustration.
“For protection!” he yelled in her face.
“Exactly what I used it for. Protecting you!” she yelled right back.
His blue eyes snapped with anger. She didn’t back down; instead, she matched him glower for glower. 
“You…you are—“
“Perhaps we could return to the discussion about their uncle.” Colin spoke in a dry tone. His green gaze, however, was tinged by amusement.
Instant mortification swarmed her. How foolish to allow herself to be caught up in an argument with an earl’s son. “Begging your pardon, my lord.”
Colin waved a hand before glancing at the others. “No need. Sounds like an interesting story.” He pinned her with his stare. “I would love to hear it someday.”
She nodded. No way I am telling an earl how I cut, drugged, and left his son in a cave.
Beside Colin, Najja watched all. To tell the truth, she scared Sabeen. She lowered her gaze to her hands in her lap, lacing her fingers and praying this would all work out for the best.
“We have not finished, Sabeen,” Pug growled.
“Let her be, Pug. We need to figure out about the kids.” Colin’s command brooked no room for argument.
Pug sighed and crossed his arms. “Let us get on with it, then.”
Sabeen keep her head down and tried to make herself invisible for the rest of the time. Only speaking in response to a direct question. She was used to merely listening and being talked around as if she wasn’t even there. Even so, this was different; they spoke to one another as equals, including the women. She was beginning to see what Pug had meant by his family was different. She tried several times to stifle her yawns, but Pug caught her.
“Go to bed, Sabeen.”
“Aye, Cap’n.” She stood and began putting her cup and spoon back on the tray.
“Leave it.” Pug gripped her wrist, freezing her mid-action.
Najja stood with an effortless flow of grace. “My son is right. It will be attended to. Allow me to walk you to your room.”
“Yes, ma’am.” She curtsied. “Good night, Cap’n. Sirs. Ma’am. Thank you again.” Trying not to bolt, she met Najja at the door and slipped through to the following chorus of farewells. Toward the stairs, they moved in silence. Najja led the way.
“I see Pug put you in the room next to him.”
“Yes, ma’am.” She wanted to argue, to tell her she’d told Pug the nursery would have been fine, but she kept it contained.
“I bet you would have preferred to be with the children.”
“Used to being with them is all.” She had no wish to sound ungrateful for what she’d been given. “Thank you for the room; it is lovely.”
Najja opened the door and pushed it in, allowing Sabeen to see a fire roared in the hearth. “Nights can get a bit chilly.”
She smiled. “Thank you.” Yes, she’d said it a lot, but she didn’t know what else to say.
“I will leave you, then. Sleep well, Sabeen.” She held her gaze. “You have nothing to fear here. You or your children.”
“Yes, ma’am. Good night.”
Finally alone, she ignored her need to go find the young ones to check on them. After completing her nightly tasks, she sat before the fire and waited for the chill to be banished.





  
Chapter Six
 
“Cut and drugged you, only to leave you in a cave?”
Pug tore his gaze from the door that Najja had just reentered and focused on Colin. He knew she would be alone, but he still had hoped Sabeen would be behind her.
“She was defending the children, and her skill with a sword is impressive. I admit I underestimated her.”
“Who taught her?” Jo asked.
Anger churned at his gut, and he reached for the mug of chocolate he’d gotten for Sabeen. It had cooled a bit, yet he didn’t care, bringing it to his lips and drinking. Everyone watched him with questioning expressions on their faces.
“She learned from Mr. Stanton. He used her as entertainment. She won, the men left her alone. She lost, they did not.”
Their expressions sobered and darkened. Especially Jo and Najja’s
“Problem was, she was never allowed to win. But, the fights went longer each time as her skill increased.” He placed her now-empty mug down.
“Does she…” Najja shook her head, not finishing her sentence.
He snapped his gaze to Colin whose expression was again composed. “We will not mention it to her.”
A greatly appreciated fact. The topic veered back to the kids, and Pug left, intent to leave the four friends alone. At the door, he paused and stared to where Jo sat beside her husband of many years. Nothing. None of the tightening in his chest or sweaty palms he used to get. It wasn’t that Jo had lost her looks, for she was just a beautiful as the day he’d met her. He had grown up. She lifted her gaze to his, and he gave a sharp nod before leaving.
On his way up to his room, Pug unbuttoned his dinner jacket and the underlying vest. He realized he’d entered Sabeen’s room when he spied her on the floor before the fire.
I should leave. The thought was fleeting as he closed the door behind him and made his way to her side. She lay curled on her side, hands tucked beneath her chin. Thick lashes rested upon her cheeks of smooth brown.
Crouching, he brushed her hair back, exposing her neck. She never stirred, her exhaustion apparent.
“Come on, luv. Let me put you in bed.”
He slid his arms beneath her and lifted her effortlessly into his embrace. She stirred slightly and burrowed closer to him. Pug longed to bury his face into her hair and hold her tight. He didn’t.
It took a bit, but he pulled back the covers before placing her in the bed. Sabeen gave a little groan and snuggled into the feathered tick. Reluctantly, he covered her, brushed a kiss over her lips, and left her there.
The click of her door behind him had him wanting to go back in. I would wake her slowly with tender kisses and caresses.
Sounds on the stairs had him refocusing on the fact he currently leaned against her bedroom door. Pug sighed and headed for the nursery. He entered quietly and used the moonlight to observe the kids. The maid staying with them slept soundly. As did most of the children. Eva sat up and slid from her bed, approaching him on silent feet.
Her smile coaxed one out of him as he easily accepted her hug.
“What are you doing in here, and why are you awake? You have your own room, do you not?”
“I like them and wanted to make them feel welcome.” Her words were pitched low.
They walked to the far side of the room and sat on a chaise. “You, little sister, have a heart of gold.
She rested her head against him. “Do you miss us when you are gone?”
“Every single day.”
“Then, why do you stay away so long?”
“It takes time to travel on the ocean.”
“I am twelve now. You saw me last when I was six. It does not take that long. You did not even know about Greyson.”
I’m being reprimanded by my baby sister. However, her words were nothing but the truth. He hadn’t known and felt bad he didn’t even know he’d gotten another brother.
“You still knew who I was, though.”
“Of course. You are my brother. You used to play with me and keep me safe.” She yawned. “I have missed you. Are you staying now?”
“For a while; there are some things I must attend to.”
“Crissy says you are helping her.”
“I am.”
“She also says you are a pirate.”
“Privateer,” he corrected automatically.
“Papa would not be happy if you were a pirate.”
No, he didn’t think so either. 
“Are you marrying Sabeen?”
Pug rested his cheek against her head. “Would it bother you if I did?”
“No. I like her. Maybe you would stay around if you married her.”
“I will always be your brother, Eva. Now, come on, to bed with you.”
Another yawn. “You will be here in the morning?”
“You have my word. We can have breakfast together.”
“Just you and me?” Her voice was full of hope.
“If that is your desire.”
She kissed his cheek and practically bounded across the floor before she slid back into bed. With a wave, she snuggled down and drew the blankets up. Pug left, closing the door behind him. He made his way to the study where he poured himself a drink.
“Everything all right?”
His father’s voice not really a surprise, Pug drained his drink and poured another, the burn welcome. Then, faced the man who’d done more than given him food and a roof over his head, the one who’d given him a family.
“A bit different being on land, ‘tis all.”
“I understand.” He sipped some whisky.
Pug watched him. This was the man he remembered from his first meeting. No cravat, dinner jacket, or polished boots. The gold earring glinted in the firelight, and Pug could see the smattering of gray at his temples highlighted as well by the flickering flames.
“Everyone settle in all right?”
“Yessir. Eva was up.”
Colin flashed an indulgent father’s grin. “Does not surprise me. She is so excited you are home.”
He felt another stab of guilt. “I am sorry I was gone for so long.”
“Never apologize for being who you are. However, that being said, I think if you could send your mother a letter every now and then, she would like that.”
“Yessir.”
“Tell me more about Sabeen.”
“Not much to tell.” He sat opposite his father, ankle resting upon opposite knee. “She did not talk much about herself.”
“Like my Najja.”
Even after all these years, Colin was so possessive of Najja. Their love was something Pug rarely saw. True. Pure. Honest. Something, if he were to look deep within himself, he wanted as well.
“Mama is so strong.”
A private smile lifted his lips. “I believe Sabeen is, as well. You do not go through what she did without strength. Will you let her go?”
Pug studied his glass and the amber liquid in it. “I do not wish to, but she is her own woman.”
“Are your feelings reciprocated?”
“If you are asking if I have slept with her, the answer is no. All those months at sea and I did not.” He could hear his own frustration.
“I was actually merely curious if she felt the same toward you as you do her,” Colin replied easily.
Pug flushed and drank some more. “Greyson is a very quiet child.” He had to change the direction of the conversation.
“He is.”
“I barely saw Alex. How is he?”
“Hates Eton.” A pointed look. “Like another of my sons did.”
“I always preferred being outdoors.”
“Still do, it seems.”
“Do you ever miss commanding a ship?”
“At times, I do. Then, I realize what I have here, and I do not miss it so much.”
Pug put down his drink. “How long are you in town for?”
“A while. Vittoria is coming for a visit with her parents. We want to see them. And, there is that thing with your uncle.”
He recalled Vittoria; she’d been a young girl when they’d first met. A girl who had been kidnapped and held prisoner for far too long.
“I would go with you to meet this man.” 
“Tomorrow morning.”
“I have promised Eva I would eat breakfast with her.”
Colin rose. “A promise like that must be upheld. I will see you upon the morrow, son. Sleep well. I am glad you are home.”
Alone, Pug went to stand before the fire. Staring at the flames, he scraped through his memories, searching for one when an uncle made an appearance. Nothing. Damn.
Frustrated, he climbed the stairs to his room and went to bed. Sleep didn’t come easily at all. Once it did, the dreams weren’t the least bit pleasant, and he woke in a pool of his own sweat, gasping a woman’s name.
He pushed up, breathing hard, and gazed about. The room was dark, lit only by smoldering embers in the hearth. Soon, he’d built it up to a blaze and scratched his chest as he went to the windows and drew back the curtains.
Cloudy but not rainy. Few people milled about, and those he figured to be servants. Dropping the drape, he rang for a servant. The knock came upon his door. “Come.”
“You rang, sir?”
“Have some hot water sent up.”
The man bowed. “Right away, sir.” He was gone as swiftly as he’d arrived.
Pug insisted he didn’t need help and took care of his bath and shaving alone. He glanced longingly at his shirt he wore on the ship as he slipped into a much stiffer one. The English attire was most definitely uncomfortable.
He made his way downstairs and smiled at the sight of Eva seated on the second to last stair. Her smile engulfed her face when she spotted him.
“You remembered,” she said happily.
He paused beside her and bowed over her hand. “Of course. Shall we?”
She took his arm, and they entered the breakfast room. Footmen piled food along the sideboard, and his stomach stirred with anticipation.
“You, my dear sister, look absolutely fetching.” She wore white muslin with purple flowers on it.
“And, you are dashing.”
They sat at one end of the table and were served. Eva kept up a steady stream of conversation throughout the meal. Colin and Najja appeared and were directed to sit at the other end. Same thing when Alex walked in.
Pug wondered where Sabeen was. Had she eaten? He asked a passing maid who went by as he put on his coat.
“She ate with the children, sir.”
Of course she did. He had one foot on the stairs when Colin appeared. 
“Come.”
He followed his father to the waiting carriage. With a quick rap on the ceiling, they were off. The closer they came to their destination, the more agitated Pug became. Thankfully, Colin didn’t comment on it.
Together, the men entered the building, and Pug immediately wished for a pistol. Or sword. He flexed his fingers within leather gloves and took a deep breath. The building was poorly maintained, and there were men, women, and children sleeping in sporadic places. Especially once, they entered the parlor. The one room with a fire.
Colin paused before heading for an old woman seated in a rocker by the sole heat source. Pug trailed him, uncertain why they were attending to this old woman when there was an uncle to face.
“Lorna.” Colin’s tone was gentle.
Rheumy eyes lifted, and Pug tensed when she coughed. 
“You came back. Ain’ ne’er had an earl do as he promised. Did you bring him?”
“He is right beside me.”
Those cloudy eyes moved, and Pug remained motionless as she slowly made her way to his gaze. Her face pinched, and she lifted a hand, beckoning him closer. Familiarity flickered at him, his subconscious, but he couldn’t pull anything solid from the swirling depths.
“Do you know me?” he asked.
Part of him—a great deal, actually—couldn’t comprehend why he was playing along. She motioned him closer still, and he crouched by Colin. The scents of unwashed person, urine, and coal hit him, but he didn’t move.
“Hollister,” she said, brushing a lock of his hair away.
He shared a look with Colin. The man seemed as confused as he was. “Is that who you think I am? Hollister?”
She began rocking and humming. Pug stood and glanced at the man with him. The lady was clearly out of it. 
“Name mean anything to you?”
“No, sir,” he said, shaking his head. “Who is she supposed to be?”
“Your nurse. She was admitted here because of her rambling. Murders, how she tricked them and did not kill the baron’s son.”
“You believed her?”
“Not a first.”
The woman grabbed his wrist in a remarkably tight grip. “You cannot outrun your destiny, Hollister. You will be Baron York.”
Waving off the man who’d begun to step forward, Pug knelt beside her, allowing her to retain hold of him. “Why do you think I am Hollister?”
“Not think.” She speared him with a gaze. “Know.”
“Very well. How do you know?”
“Look so much like your father.” Her eyes cleared and grew sharp with intent. “You have a birthmark. Left cheek of your arse. Like a star. You may be older, but I took care of you as a baby. I know who you are. I know. And, so do they.”
Pug went rigid. Lorna dropped his wrist and began humming again, eyes vacant and unseeing once more. Who are they? 
“Was she speaking the truth?”
“Aye, she speaks the truth. I have the mark.”
A shot burst through the wind, and Pug hit the floor as others screamed. Two more followed suit, and he reached up to drag Lorna down, as well. Blood soaked his fingertips as he tried to press against the wound. She glanced at him, her eyes momentarily lucid.
“They loved you more than anything. I am sorry.” Her eyes closed, and he knew they’d not open again.
Colin stood in a corner, peering outside. “You all right?”
“Aye.” Pug began to rise.
“Stay down. I have no wish to tell your mother you got injured.”
Rolling to a different corner, Pug gained his feet. “You think I want to tell her you got injured?”
They each shrugged before refocusing on the chaos outside.
“Do you think someone wanted her silenced?” Colin stared at him, a worried expression on his face. “You think they wanted to kill me.”
“I think it foolish to ignore the possibility.”
“We should go.”
They strode for the door, and Pug paused to look back at the dead woman. Lorna. A woman he had no recollection of but had been his nurse and the one who’d saved him. Regardless, she didn’t deserve to die that way. The mood in the carriage was somber.
* * * 
“So, you drugged my son. And attacked him with a sword.”
Sabeen blanched, grateful for the bench beneath her. She wished lying was an option. Truly, she did.
“I did what I had to in order to keep the children safe.”
Children who currently ran around, laughing as they played.
“What will you do once Crissy and Stephen are with their uncle?”
“I am not sure. Find a way to support the others and myself.”
“It will not be easy.”
A wry smile tilted the ends of her lips. “I am not acquainted with easy.”
“My son thinks highly of you and will want to help.”
“He already has. Granting us safe passage and helping us find the family of Crissy and Stephen.”
Najja’s brown eyes were gentle as she stared. “You have a kind heart, Sabeen. I am amazed by that, considering what you’ve gone through as a slave.”
Sabeen wasn’t sure how to reply to that, so she merely smiled. Would it be wrong to ask the countess for employment? Bigger question, could she stand to see Pug with another woman?
This is not about me and what I want. This is about doing for the children. She glanced out over the garden and saw the children still played.
“So, about drugging my son.”
She’d hoped that would have been dropped. “Yes, ma’am?”
“Why did you not kill him?”
“I did not wish to kill anyone. I wanted nothing more than to protect the children.”
“Yet, you killed to protect him later.” Najja’s gaze was direct.
Sabeen blinked. She’d not thought about it like that previously. “Different situation.”
Najja didn’t look at all convinced. “Perhaps,” she said.
“Are you searching for a specific answer, countess?”
“No, your actions tell me what I need to know.”
“Then, why the questions? My lady.” Sabeen realized she had to be respectful and not let her emotions get the best of her.
Najja flicked some imaginary dirt off her skirts. “I was a companion when I first met Colin. Jo, Lady Wilkes’ companion.”
“The woman Cap’n is in love with.” The moment the words escaped, she wanted to crawl in the deepest, darkest hole. Not to mention the nearest.
“Did he tell you that?” Najja didn’t sound shocked by Sabeen’s statement.
“Not precisely, no.”
“Mmm.”
“He eluded to it more than once.”
Another flick of her wrist along the skirt. “Yet, he watches you, not her, with passion.” She wasn’t sure what to say. The knowledge both thrilled and scared her. “Will there be any surprises in a few months?”
It took Sabeen a few moments to register what Najja meant. Her heart pounded as she furiously shook her head. “No, milady. Your son was a perfect gentleman the entire voyage.” Why would she think such a thing? Sure, there had been a few kisses, but that was it. She could feel the heat swarming up her cheeks.
“Because he is a rogue.” The statement was matter of fact.
“I assure you, nothing happened.”
Najja appeared as though she wished to say something else. She didn’t, however, just took a breath and pushed to her feet. Sabeen followed suit.
“Stay. Enjoy the day. I have some things to take care of.” She walked away, only to pause and turn back. “You are welcome to stay with us as long as you wish.” Then, she was on her way again.
Sabeen chewed mindlessly on her lower lip. Najja had this aura about her, which bespoke more than a countess. She moved differently.
“What has you so pensive, Sabeen?”
She jumped at the masculine tone that intruded on her solitude. Glancing up to her right, she found Pug standing there. His shiny black boots only served to bring more attention to powerful legs. She tore her gaze from him and stared out over the children, willing her rapid heartbeat to slow.
Her luck vanished when he sat beside her on the stone bench. Her belly clenched, and she fought the urge to moan as his unforgettable scent washed around her. He didn’t speak, and she was mesmerized by his long, lean fingers with their clean blunt nails as they swiftly braided some grass together.
“Am I disturbing you, luv?”
More than she could—or would—ever say.
“I was just talking to your mother.” She peered askance at him as she spoke. His entire countenance filled with love at the mere mention of Najja.
“She is an amazing woman.”
“Aye, she is. She asked me if there would be any surprises in a few months.”
Sabeen couldn’t explain why she shared that with him, but once it slipped past her lips, she couldn’t recall it. It took a minute—as it had with her—for the meaning to sink in. He paled, and the braid slipped free to fall forgotten between his boots.
He flushed, and she turned on the bench to stare at him. His mouth moved, but no words came out.
“I, of course, assured her you had been a gentleman. She did not want to believe me, it seemed.”
“I have a bit of a reputation as a rogue,” he said, finally meeting her gaze.
“Means nothing to me, Cap’n. I could only tell her what I knew.” Is he embarrassed?
“I am sorry, Sabeen. She is a very blunt woman.”
“A mother’s job is to protect her children.”
His gaze turned thoughtful. “Are you any of their mother?”
Her own returned to those they spoke about. “No, I was there when they were born. I was there when most children on the plantation were born.”
“He kept them?”
Distaste welled up. “He is—was—Olivia and Ester’s father. Jon is a hard worker.”
Fury was evident in every line of his body. “I am sorry.”
“You are not him.” She broke the intense connection, unable—or was it unwilling—to continue to allow such an intimate link. 
Pug turned her face back to his. Steely determination in those blue eyes. “Damn right.”
She fidgeted. “I do not think your mother believed me. I had no wish to make things difficult for you. You have my apologies.”
“Luv, it is my reputation that had her skeptical.”
“Oh, you have children, then?”
His laugh was loud and hearty. “No. I have always been careful.” He chuckled and gave a shake of his head. “Should I even be talking to you about this? I would think not.”
“Very well.”
He reached out and chucked her beneath the chin. “You, Sabeen, my love, are a breath of fresh air.” He leaned back and crossed his booted ankles. “Do not let my mother intimidate you. I know she would not wish that.”
Not so easy to do. “She has a strong presence.”
He nodded. “She was an assassin and bodyguard. Came over with Jo’s family from Africa, which is where Jo had been living.”
Her blood ran cold. An assassin? Pug must have seen the look of pure terror on her face for he gave her a gentle smile.
“You have nothing to fear.”
“Are you sure, Cap’n? I attacked her son. Drugged him—“
“And saved his life.”
She snapped her mouth shut at his interruption. Unsure of what to say, she returned her attention to the children. His soft laughter floated around her.
“Thank you,” she said after a while.
“For what?”
Sabeen stood and glanced down at him. “Just thank you, Cap’n.” Then, she walked to the group of youngsters playing. She could feel him there, watching her, but refused to give into the urge to stare at him. It wasn’t easy to look away, for, dressed in his finery, he cut such a dashing figure. She blew out a sharp breath. This was no good. She had no business thinking of him in any terms.
After the evening meal, she sat in the parlor by a window and read as Pug played chess with his brother, Alex. The earl and his countess sat near them and talked. The entire situation was a bit unnerving to her, for it wasn’t what she was used to, at all.
Lord Clifton had offered her a drink, which she declined. However, a maid arrived moments later with hot chocolate for her. That, she accepted, and currently, the empty Wedgewood china sat next to her. The book was a collection of poems by Lord Shelby. They didn’t all make sense, but she pressed on.
Returning the cup to the tray, she curtsied. “Thank you for the book. I will see you upon the morning.” She gazed at Pug. “Good night, Cap’n. Lord and Lady Clifton. Lord Alex.”
“Sabeen.” Pug stared at her until she broke free and made her way to her room. 
Her night was filled with dreams of the ship. And the ship’s captain. She woke, heart pounding and breathing erratic. Sitting, she shivered as the cold air dashed along her sweaty skin. Outside the window—still with open curtains, for she didn’t like them closed—thunder boomed and lightning veined across the sky, tearing apart the darkness with ferocity.
She tugged the thick blanket higher around her, trying to ward off the chill. But, it wasn’t just a chill. That part of her dream with the captain in it had been purely sexual. She was also aroused. A lot.
Wiping damp tendrils of hair from her face, she tried to control her breathing, anything to calm down. Sitting didn’t work, and with a frustrated groan, she got up from the bed and began pacing. The fire was low, so she stoked it a bit until the blaze was much healthier.
A particularly loud crack had her jumping before whirling to the window. The raw savagery out there drew her, and she walked to the cushioned bench in front of the cold glass. Before she sat, Sabeen pulled the blanket from the bed and wrapped herself in it. Heart and breathing slowed, she watched the storm roll over London. Flashes allowed her to see dripping wet rooftops and swaying trees.
I am glad to be inside and protected from that.
Almost asleep, she bolted up when, in the eerie flash, she saw a man on a nearby roof. Staring in this direction. She rubbed her eyes, thinking it a mind trick, but he was there again. Closer, this time.
This wasn’t right, and that knowledge spurred her into action. She ran for the door and slipped through, sword in hand, heading to the next room. A room she entered without knocking.
She shivered as his fire was even lower than hers had been. The room sat nearly shrouded in darkness as his curtains were drawn. Still, the fire gave enough light, and she made her way to his bed.
“Cap’n?”
He grunted and shifted in the bedclothes.
“Captain! Wake up.”
“Sabeen?” His voice graveled, rasped along her skin. “What are you doing in here?” His gaze raked over her, and she realized she only wore a linen shift, which stopped mid-thigh. When he spied the sword, his entire demeanor changed. He swung free from the bed, and she gulped at the sight of him shirtless. His golden skin tempted her to splay her fingers all along his wide chest. His lower half had black breeches that highlighted powerful legs and a lean waist.
“A man on the roof,” she sputtered. It wasn’t easy to tear her stare from him.
He scowled and went to the curtains, pulling them aside and peering out. Flashes of lightning illuminated his shadowed face.
“Where?” He dropped the fabric and faced her.
“Roof from my room.”
Pug led the way, grabbing his sword along the way. In her room, he moved to the window, and she stood beside him.
“First, I saw him there.” She pointed. “Then, there. He kept checking this way.”
“The children. Come on!”
They dashed up to the top floor where he stopped so quickly she ran into the broad expanse of his back.
She gulped as sensations careened through her. “Sorry.” Righting herself, she moved beside him.
“Go that way. Be careful. You see anything, you call out. The rooms should be empty. I will go this way.”
Humbled by his trust and faith in her, she flexed her grip on the hilt. “You be careful, as well.” She began to walk away when he hauled her in close. The kiss happened before she knew what he intended. Her bare toes curled into the wood beneath her feet, it was so intense. She sagged into him, one hand resting against his torso.
“Be. Careful.” Although whispered, his tone conveyed his seriousness. Then, he pivoted and headed off down the hall.
Facing her own direction, she made her way cautiously to the large doors which opened onto a balcony. She knelt and tested the floor. Dry. She jiggled the handle, grateful to find it locked.
Now, all she had to do was check each room. Belly tight with uncertainty, she slowly depressed the handle on the first door and pulled it open so she could slip in. She remained still as her eyes adjusted.
Part of her felt odd going through the rooms of the people who had opened their home to her. But, as Pug suggested, they had to protect the children.
The first two were empty and undisturbed. Sliding into the third, she knew, this time, she wouldn’t be so lucky. She could smell the rain. Crouching before the window, she felt puddles. Someone had come in here; for what, she had no clue. The curtain was pulled back, allowing a tiny bit of light in.
A slight scrape of a chair along the floor was her only warning. Throwing up her arm in defense, she warded off the first blow, scrambling back until the windowsill prevented her from going anywhere else. The intruder’s strike rattled her from her disadvantaged position. She knew she was in trouble. In the flashes of light, she made out his features and shivered. Another blow delivered, this one sent her sword careening away. She was going to die. Mere seconds left, and she did the only thing that came to her mind. She screamed. Not just a wordless scream but for her captain.





  
Chapter Seven
 
Pug’s blood froze when Sabeen’s terror-laden cry of his name filled the air. He bolted from the children’s room he’d just finished checking, down the hall where she’d gone. One door was open, and he burst through in time to see the downward strike.
“No!”
With speed born of fear, he leaped across, thrusting his sword to intercept the blow. Weapons clashed, metal screeched, and his muscles tightened. From the corner of his eye, he watched Sabeen scramble out of the way, then he refocused all his attention on the man he was going to kill. The man was good, his skills impressive.
Back and forth, they parried. Sweat burned his eyes as it ran down his face. Pug ignored it, not willing to take his attention from his opponent. Outside the door, noises grew louder, and he knew staff or family was coming.
Gritting his teeth, Pug disarmed the man with some wrist action. His sword clattered to the floor, and Pug lifted his own to the loser’s neck.
“Who are you, and what do you want?” he demanded.
A sinister grin lifted the thin lips. One second, there was nothing, and the next, he held a pistol. Pug grunted as the weapon discharged, for something barreled into him, thrusting him sideways to the floor. The intruder also sank to the floor, although he had a knife sticking out of his chest.
Pug looked over to see his parents there, a lantern in one of Najja’s hands. He glanced down and saw Sabeen sprawled over his lower half, unmoving. Her nightshirt riding high along the backs of her smooth, toned legs. Lust rocketed through him.
“Care to explain, son?” Colin asked as he entered farther into the room. 
Najja did not follow, and Pug figured she went to the children in the nursery.
“Not much to explain. Sabeen came and woke me because of a man on the roof she saw.” 
He peered at her again. Her head cradled by his thigh. So many thoughts raced through his mind, especially ones that had them without clothing. It was at that moment he saw the dark stain spreading along her sleeve.
“Sabeen?” He turned her toward him. Her eyes were shut, and she didn’t respond. “Come on, luv. Talk to me.” Nothing. “She got shot!”
Colin left the dead man and crouched beside him. “Take her to her room. I will summon a doctor.” He left, calling for Najja.
Pug carefully gathered her to his chest then gained his feet. So slight, she weighed nothing. Her room sat well lit; Colin must have sent maids, as well. One stood by the bed and drew back the covers as he approached. The women in his arms barely stirred. Loath to leave her, he sat on the other side of her, by her uninjured side. The maid blushed but held her peace.
Although it felt like hours to him, he knew it hadn’t been. The doctor bustled in with Colin and gazed at the bed. Pug climbed off and met him partway.
“What have we here?” Doc asked, stepping forward.
“She was shot.”
“I see that.” He pulled some shears and cut her shirt, exposing the still bleeding wound. “Perhaps you should leave.”
Pug crossed his arms over his chest and glared. “Perhaps you should get on with it. I am not leaving.”
“Son.”
He looked to his father. “She saved my life; I will not leave her.”
“It is not—“
“So, leave a chaperone. I am not leaving.” He stood near the doctor and watched him. The man began to prod, and Sabeen’s body flinched. “Wait.” He pushed the doctor away. “Sabeen.”
Pain-filled brown eyes met his. 
“You should not have done that.”
“The children, are they safe?”
He wanted to strangle her for the lack of concern to her own wellbeing. “Yes.”
“I need to get that ball out and stop the bleeding.”
Pug had forgotten the doctor stood there. “Get on with it, then.” A moment’s hesitation. “Put her under.”
Sabeen shook her head. “I will be fine.”
All set to argue, Pug fell silent when the doc got back to work. Moving to her other side, he climbed in bed with her again and took her hand. Sabeen kept her gaze on him the entire time, not crying out as the injury was poked and prodded. Each flinch she gave, Pug longed to stab the man himself.
She closed her eyes with a sigh as the doctor tied off his final stitch.
“Prognosis?” Colin asked.
Pug smoothed a hand over her head, frowning at the sweat beading there.
“She will be fine. A bit of blood loss, but other than some stiffness in that shoulder, I foresee a full recovery.”
“Thank you.”
“Any time, my lord.”
Pug glanced up in time to see Colin leave and Najja enter. She moved toward him, still so graceful and poised. She sat in the chair the doctor had occupied.
After shooing everyone else from the room, she sighed. “This is telling.”
“What is?” His thumb continued to draw idyllic patterns on the back of Sabeen’s hand.
“Do not play the fool with me, Pug.”
“Never had the intention of doing so. Just asking a question.”
“You feel for her.”
“Of course.”
“You call her ‘luv’.”
He almost flinched. “I call all women ‘luv’. It is how I am.”
“And your concern?”
Her smooth skin beneath his thumb calmed him. “She worked on the passage. Helped daily. Sewed clothes for the men, helped fix sails, and emptied the bilge pumps. She was part of my crew, so, yes, I am concerned. She took a bullet for me.”
Najja stood and reached over the still body of Sabeen to touch his face. “And, how many of your men would you be holding the hand of if they lay there?”
She left after that, leaving him alone with his thoughts. Ones which caused him to sleep, for the next time he woke, his father stood over him. Colin had his brow arched as he took in the scene before him. 
Pug made no apologies as he slid free of Sabeen’s weight and sat up. “What? Something with the children? Do you think he was after Stephen?”
“I think he was after you.” Colin sat after his announcement.
“Me?” he croaked out. Slicing his gaze to Sabeen, he lowered his tone. “Why would he be after me?” He had no wish to wake her. It had been amazing with her in his arms. And an experience he planned on doing again, when she wasn’t injured.
At Colin’s motion, the men retreated to the fire. “Has to do with you being the rightful heir to the barony.”
“Do you believe it?”
“Yes.” Colin was absolute.
“And, now, this man wants to kill me for real because, somehow, I did not die before.”
“That old lady was murdered, right in front of us. Somebody does not want the truth to come out.”
Pug stared at the flames, recalling old Lorna’s words. Realizing Colin spoke, he blinked and met the verdant gaze. “What?”
“You said before she spoke the truth of your mark. I have seen a man who appears eerily close to you in looks. The pieces fit, Pug.”
“Hollister?” he grumbled.
Colin clapped him on the shoulder. “Could have been Percy.”
“I am sorry I brought this trouble. I will find lodgings elsewhere tomorrow.”
“Nonsense. Your mother would never allow that.”
“I do not—“
“Save it. She will not let you go. Get some sleep.” Pug’s gaze drifted to Sabeen. “In your bed. I will have a maid come stay with her.”
Pug recognized that tone and didn’t argue. Moving to Sabeen’s side, he trailed a hand down the side of her face. He had no wish to leave her but also knew his father would want him out. So, with great reluctance, he left her there. Alone. In a large bed where, not long ago, he’d been curled up with her. Perfectly content.
He awoke early and headed next door as soon as he’d dressed. He knocked, but no answer was forthcoming. Pushing open the door, he immediately noticed the room was empty. Where is she? He hastened up to the nursery and breathed a sigh of relief when he spied her eating with the children.
“Morning,” he said, approaching the table.
Everyone smiled at him and returned greetings, except Sabeen. When she did, it was brief and hushed. He pulled up a chair next to her and smiled his thanks when a footman placed a plate before him.
The children chatted so he turned his focus to the woman beside him. Her green dress enhanced her skin tone. She was lovely.
“How are you feeling?” he asked.
She ate a bite of sausage. “Fine, thank you. And, thank you for what you did.”
So formal. So…not what he wanted. This was neither the time nor place to make an issue, so he kept silent on the subject.
It wasn’t until afternoon he got his chance. He saw her slip into her room and followed.
“What are you doing in here?” she gasped.
Words escaped him. She held the top part of her dress to her chest, barely covering the off-white chemise.
“We…we need to talk.”
“Yes, Cap’n.”
“Rebandaging?” She nodded, gaze still wary. “Allow me.” He approached her with controlled steps. The uncertainty remained in her eyes, but she held her ground. He swallowed before reaching out to touch her skin. Skin he dreamt about. Longed to run his tongue over and… Focus!
“Why did you put yourself in danger?” He sliced through the old bandage and wondered how easily the blade would cut through the chemise.
“I just did. Do you know who he is? Was he after Stephen?”
“My father thinks he was after me.”
She turned her head and met his gaze. “A pirate?”
“No. Apparently, I am a baron. The one who wants it tried to have me killed before. It is how I ended up on the streets.”
He broke the connection and focused on cleaning the wound.
“I am sorry.” Her voice fell like the warm summer sun around him.
“Me, too.” He picked up a clean bandage and began wrapping it around the flesh of her upper arm.
“Will you pursue this person?” There was an edge to her tone.
“Aye. They endangered my family. I will turn my attention there once Crissy and Stephen are settled.” He grinned. “Want to come with?”
Her brown eyes sparkled as she met his stare. “Aye.”
Her dress slipped, and he had to think hard about what he was doing in there to get back to the task at hand.
 
Sabeen had a hard time breathing. The dress continually threatened to fall from fingers that became more and more nerveless with each passing second. He overwhelmed her. Everything about him did.
Their breathing was intermixed with the crackle and pop of the fire. She kept her gaze out the window, refusing to stare down at his lowered head. The urge already there to drag her fingers through his thick blue-black hair. So dark and inviting.
“It used to be a dark brown.”
She peered over at him. “What?”
“My hair. You mentioned how dark it is. It used to be a dark brown.” His gaze burned hot. “Anytime you wish to touch it, feel free.”
Heat spiked. Tightening her grip, she held his stare. “Are we finished?”
“Practically. In a rush?”
“Regardless of where we each are, Cap’n, I do not think it proper for you to be in a room alone with me, especially given my state of undress.”
“Want some help?” His question pushed warm breath along her skin, and she struggled not to quiver. He smelled so good. Masculine. Clean.
“I am not undressing in front of you,” she bit off.
“Not today, perhaps,” he muttered low. “Currently, I meant help fastening your buttons. I am done with the bandaging.”
It had been extremely frustrating getting the one button undone with her shoulder sore as it was. What harm could it do to have him take care of it for her? Lower lip caught in her teeth, she presented him with her back and slid her arms in the dress. Every touch from him caused her belly to tighten more. She found herself holding her breath until he finished.
“Done. I will admit I am more used to undoing buttons than doing them up; however, I believe you will find my attempt satisfactory.”
Shaking out the material, she rotated to face him. “Really? I thought pirates just tossed the woman’s skirts over her head as they ravished her.”
He winked, and she felt better, instantly. This teasing made it so much easier on her.
“Does tend to muffle their cries.” He raked her from head to toe with his gaze. “Pleasurable cries, of course.”
She scoffed and went to the door. “Of course. Nothing but courteous pirates.”
Pug pressed against her, and her breathing, again, became difficult. “I am.”
Stepping free, she entered the hall. “I thought you said you were not a pirate.”
“Luv, you can call me whatever you want so long as I can make you cry in pleasure.”
She stumbled over her feet, and he helped her steady herself. Pure wickedness in his eyes. Another wink, and he strode off. She watched him until he vanished from view, his stride so confident she couldn’t look away.
Once her heart slowed to normal, she made her way downstairs. The children were in the parlor with the earl and his assassin. Pug also resided in the room.
“What took you so long, Sabeen?” Ester asked, running over for a hug.
“I was in my room.” She kissed the top of her head and cupped her cheek affectionately before letting her down, grateful her other side didn’t hurt at all.
“So was Pug, but he was here first,” Stephen cheerfully added.
She wanted to hide. Both Colin and Najja looked between her and Pug. Could she die from embarrassment?
“I helped her change her bandage.” Pug spoke as if nothing were of the slightest concern.
“Did you now?” Colin asked. Was that a hint of humor in his tone?
Pug nodded as Sabeen took a careful seat near the girls who were drawing. Ensuring to keep her gaze down, she tried to ignore the stares coming her way.
A maid entered with a footman carrying food. The children all ran over and began to indulge. Before she knew what happened, Pug had joined her on the settee.
“I was a perfect gentleman despite her belief I am a pirate.” He picked up a drawing, looked at it, and placed it back down.
“Not proper, Pug,” Najja said.
“I remember the two of you stealing moments. I helped bind her injury, the one she acquired saving me. That is all.”
Looking at her hands, Sabeen was surprised they weren’t shaking. Pug was right; they hadn’t done anything. There should be no reason for her to feel embarrassed. So long as she ignored the fact her dress had been down around her waist when he’d entered. Or that he was an earl’s son and she was…not even close to the same. Right, see, no reason to be embarrassed.
Let me just die.
Colin spared a quick peek to where the children ate before putting that gaze back on them. 
“We did not do things—“
The door opened, and everyone turned. She recognized Trystan, Lord Wilkes and his lady wife, Jo. Three children ran over to the others. Adorable. She stole a glance at Pug. Was it hard for him to see the children of the woman he’d loved?
“Vittoria?” Pug’s single word was drawn out.
“Pug.”
He rose, and Sabeen turned to follow his progress. A young woman stepped between Viscount and Viscountess Wilkes. Correction—a beautiful and stunning woman. Her olive skin shone with health as did her upswept glossy black hair. The blue dress, which clung to her every curve, reminded Sabeen of the ocean surrounding the island. Her chest hurt when they embraced, and she found the means to compose herself.
The language changed, and she could no longer understand. She stood and curtsied to Jo and Trystan.
“How are you, Sabeen?” Jo inquired.
“Fine, milady. Thank you for asking.”
“Please, call me Jo. Your most recent injury is healing?” Her expression must have given away her confusion for Jo smiled. “You got shot last night.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Jo.”
Sabeen couldn’t do it, call them by first names. Her gaze drifted back to Pug and Vittoria. They still conversed together. Pressed close. Appearing cozy.
“Vittoria is a long-time friend from Italy.”
She glanced at Jo and smiled. “She is lovely. Excuse me.” A curtsey, and she made her way to where the children still ate.
“Hi, Sabeen,” Eva said with a grin. “These are our friends. Garath, he is the eldest. Flora and Bennett.”
“Hello,” she said.
They children were a perfect blend of their parents. They responded and went back to eating with the others. She remained with them and watched another tray of food be brought in, this one was placed by the adults.
“Sabeen.”
“Aye, Cap’n?” Words she regretted when Vittoria raised a black brow and stared at her.
“Come over here.”
She was halfway there before she realized she’d just listened to his order without question. Standing near him, she waited.
“Sit with us. This is Vittoria de Rege.”
A bob. “Milady.”
Her smile seemed genuine. “Please, call me Vittoria.”
“Sit, Sabeen.” Pug pointed beside him.
Unsure how to refuse without a scene, she sat at the edge of the chair. He gave her a look, informing her he knew what she was up to. She ignored him until he handed her a plate with small sandwiches and cookies.
“Eat,” he whispered.
So, she did. While conversation flowed around her, she listened and was amazed by the difference of these people versus what she’d seen on the island. When the children came to get her, she went yet still listened in on the talks going around her.
Vittoria joined her as she helped Stephen with his dog drawing. “Pug said he picked you up in the Caribbean.”
She stiffened.
“I think that comes out wrong. I am sorry; my English is not best.”
“You are fine. He did. The captain was nice enough to bring us here.”
“You call him Captain, not Pug. Do you work on his ship?”
Sabeen stared into the woman’s eyes. Innocence lost. This young woman had been through a lot. “I did coming here.” She smiled at Ester who showed her picture.
“You are good with children.”
“They are not difficult. Show them love and kindness, they will be happy.”
“I have know Pug for ten years now.”
Another conversation shift. Sabeen waited for her to continue or ask a question.
“I was excited coming here and hearing he was here. Usually, he is gone when I visit the Wilkes.” She fiddled with her gloves. “Seeing him made my heart skip many beats.”
Sabeen didn’t want to hear this. Fact—she’d only known Pug for a few months versus years. Fact—this woman was the daughter of aristocracy; Sabeen wasn’t. She breathed deeply and flicked her gaze to where Pug sat. He glanced at her immediately and winked. Perhaps it was for Vittoria.
“Do you understand?”
Only too well. “You have feelings for him.”
“Yes. It does not matter, though. He is not interested in me.”
“I cannot speak to that. I do not know him as you do.”
“You, Sabeen, are his interest.” The woman laid a hand upon hers. “I am not upset, for I have always know he views me as sister only. I beg you not to hurt him.”
“We are not a couple, milady.”
A soft chuckle. “Not yet, perhaps. But soon. His eyes are hunger when he watches you. Like starving man and feast.” She squeezed then released Sabeen’s hand.
“Sabeen?” Jon had approached.
“Yes?” She was grateful for the interruption.
“Can you help with the ship?”
Vittoria spoke up. “I can help.”
“All right.” Jon smiled at her.
Sabeen watched them go to the low table. Vittoria sank gracefully to the floor. A presence behind her had her turning.
“Hiding amongst the children, luv?”
“Not hiding,” she protested.
His fingers trailed along the back of her neck, dipping below the dress collar and kicking her breathing into a much faster rate. She went to move away, but he held her there.
“What do you think of Vittoria?” Up and down, his finger stroked.
“Very nice.” Lord, when did her voice get so breathless?
“She was held prisoner for a few years by a sadistic bitch. Jo and Trystan rescued her. That is when I met her.”
“So, you both were rescued. Something in common.”
“You and I both wear breeches. So, we have something in common. Granted, I want to get you out of yours.”
Her belly clutched, and she had to swallow hard. “She is in love with you, Cap’n.”
“Infatuation, maybe.”
“She told me not to hurt you.” Why am I telling him this? She couldn’t explain it. 
“Vittoria’s been saying a lot.”
“She cares for you.”
“And I her. Always will. Did she say something to upset you?” More finger stroking.
“No. Although, she says you watch me with hunger.”
His chuckle was rich and sensual. “I do.”
She frowned, tipping her head to peer up at him. “What?”
His fingers tightened briefly before loosening. “I said she is right.” He pressed closer as she looked away, bringing more of his intoxicating scent. “I do have a grand desire to take a bite out of you. A few, actually—all over your body. Then, lick, nibble, and suck until—“
“Stop,” she gasped. His words created a maelstrom within her gut. She longed to turn and look at him but understood it was a move that would bring more attention.
“Just so we are clear on me watching you with hunger. Because I do.”
“Why?” She licked her lips. “Why would you say such words?”
“You are no child, Sabeen. I want you. Have since you first walked into my life.”
She didn’t know what to say. Part of her had known, she knew what lustful looks were. But, to hear him say those words—with such voraciousness—was something all together different.
Before she could sort through the wayward emotions and formulate a response, he left her there and joined the children. She couldn’t stop the satisfied smile when Ester climbed comfortably in his lap, sharing her picture with him. Caught as she was between the two conversations, she merely listened, eventually moving to the window and enjoying the sun, allowing her sore body to rest.
The afternoon passed comfortably, and she was making her way to her room when Najja blocked her way.
“My lady.”
“Najja, please.”
Not likely going to happen. “Something I can do for you?”
“I had not a chance to thank you for what you did last night.”
She shifted her feet. “I hope it was not because of us being here.”
Najja’s smile was positively radiant. “No. We are grateful you are here safe. I am curious to know how you saw him.”
“I was watching the storm. First, I thought it a trick of my eyes.” They began up the stairs. “When I understood what I was witnessing was real,” she shrugged, “I went to alert the captain.” A short pause. “I mean your son.”
“And pushing him out of the way?”
“Seemed the thing to do.”
Najja halted at her room door. “Might I ask you something personal?”
“Of course, milady.”
“Do you know where you are from?”
She chewed on the inside of her cheek. “No.” Shame filled her.
“I am sorry. I did not wish to make you feel bad.”
“Please. All is well. I only remember the island. The Stanton family; I have been with them always.” She rubbed her arm and winced at the tenderness still lingering in the upper part of it.
“Still, you came with five children to a place you did not know.”
“Crissy and Stephen needed my help. I know it was foolish—“
“Not foolish. Brave. I would like to see you work a sword once you are healed up.”
Sabeen blinked a few times and stared at the Countess of Clifton. “My lady?”
“Najja.” The correction came with a wave of her hand. “Pug said you can use both hands. I know you are injured, but I would like to spar with you.”
What did she say? Najja grinned and reached her hand out, hesitated, then rested it upon Sabeen’s uninjured arm.
“Sabeen, you have no need to be ashamed or embarrassed. Having skills such as you do is amazing.” She touched her side. “Let me tell you a bit more about me.”
Najja closed the door to Sabeen’s room and escorted her to the window bench seat.
“My father raised me to be an assassin.”





  
Chapter Eight
 
“Are we sure?” Pug asked.
“Yes.” Colin swirled some whisky before drinking it down.
His feelings were mixed on the issue. They’d been in London for a week now, and there had been one other attempt on his life. If the man, Crissy and Stephen’s uncle, could take the children, at least they’d be safe and cared for.
Staring at the message, Pug nodded. No point in putting it off. “I will let them know.” He headed up the stairs to the nursery. Alexander was on his way down.
“Alex.”
A sneer. “Pug.”
“Leaving?”
“What of it?”
Pug ignored the attitude. “Wondered, is all.”
“I am meeting some friends. Do not have time to hang here with a brother who forgets we even exist for years at a time.” Then, he was gone.
There had been a time Alex looked up to him. He is the one who has a brother that was gone for six years. His words had been true; why get close to him if Pug was just going to leave for another six? I need to talk to him later.
Pug paused before the nursery, stared at the paper in his hand, then pushed into the room. Pirates ran around creating havoc.
“What goes on here?” he barked in a tone he used on the ship to be heard over the squalls they ran into. Or a battle.
Everyone jumped, and the girls screamed. “We are making our prisoners walk the plank,” Olivia informed him with a regal tilt of her head, even as she adjusted her eye patch.
“Prisoners?”
“Aye, Cap’n.” Stephen pointed with his paper sword. “Thems.”
Pug turned to find Sabeen, Eva, and a maid standing huddled together, looking scared as their nurse looked on with a smile. “Good haul. I need to speak to Sabeen for a moment.”
She watched him, eyes silently questioning him.
“How she can walk the plank, then?” Ester asked.
“I will have her right back. Send the other two over first.” He beckoned to Sabeen, who made her way to him. Guiding her to a spot across the room so they could talk and not be overheard, he handed her the note. Today, she wore blue, and he wanted to remove the ribbon from her hair just to sink his fingers in the long locks.
“Are you sure?” she questioned.
There was a mix of hope and fear in her voice. 
“As we can be. I do not know if he can take them, but we can go find out. I thought you might like to discuss this with Crissy and Stephen.”
“I would.” She handed the note back. “Thank you.”
“Time to walk the plank, Sabeen,” Crissy called.
Sabeen gave him a smile. “After I walk the plank.” She made her way back and gave a great production of walking it. The children laughed and squealed as she sank to her knees and pretended to drown before falling to her side.
“You can swims, Sabeen,” Stephen announced, dropping his makeshift sword and running to her side. He placed his hands on her upper arm and rocked against her. Pug almost stepped in since it was her injured arm. “Sabeen? Sabeen?” His young voice pitched high.
“Argh!” she cried, going into full action and grabbing the boy around his waist, kissing his cheek as he screamed.
The others ganged up on her, and Pug watched her go down beneath the swarming bodies. Greyson included. A hand slipped into his seconds before Eva rested against him.
“Little sister.”
“She is very good with us.”
“Why are you here instead of there?”
“Did Crissy really get to wear breeches on your ship?”
She caught him off guard with that one. He sat, and Eva remained beside him. “Yes, she did.”
“I thought girls had to wear dresses.”
“They should.” He glanced to Sabeen, who now spoke to Crissy and Stephen alone.
“Then, why did Crissy not have to?”
“Tell you what. You come on my ship, and you can wear breeches if you so desire.”
She latched her arms around his neck and kissed him. “You are the best brother.”
A sense of pride filled him. “And, you, the best sister.”
She rewarded him with another kiss before scampering off. Sabeen approached him.
“Ever thought of performing at the theatre, luv? You gave a worthy one just now.”
“No, thank you. I have no wish to be on stage.”
A good thing, really; he didn’t think he’d be comfortable with letting her do that. “How did they take it?”
She gave a slight shrug. “Not easy to tell. It is hard for them. They have never met this uncle.”
“Hard for all involved, I would wager. We will leave tonight. It will take us a few days to get there.”
He observed her panic flare before she controlled it. “And, what about Jon, Olivia, and Ester while we are gone?”
“We all go, luv. One carriage. You and I will not be able to stretch out much, but we will make it so the children can.”
Her body relaxed. “You are a good man, Cap’n.”
“Regular bloody saint,” he muttered. His eyes were glued on her ass as she walked off. “Damn saint.”
He’d never been one with patience for a woman before. He wanted, he seduced and got what he needed. Sabeen made it all different. He loved the openness of her personality when she truly allowed herself to enjoy life. Her wit and humor amused him, as did her lack of understanding her beauty.
He wanted her to come to him. Therefore, he would wait and find relief with his own touch until she did so. Greyson came up to him, and lifting his brother, Pug followed the group down. Colin awaited him.
“How did it go?”
“I let Sabeen tell them.” He put his brother into their father’s arms. 
“And heading out when?”
“Late afternoon today.”
“And after?”
Pug shrugged. “After what?”
“Are you staying away or coming home?”
“Actually,” he said, holding Colin’s green gaze. “I thought I would go visit this ‘uncle’ of mine.”
“With Sabeen and the children?”
“Why not?”
“Three attempts have been made on your life. You want to endanger the young ones?”
A well-stated point.
“Here is a suggestion.” Colin tweaked his youngest son’s nose playfully. “Take them to their uncle. Regardless of how it plays out, if he takes them or not, come back after to Falcon House. The children will be safe there while you find the information you seek.”
“You would keep Jon, Olivia, and Ester? As well as Crissy and Stephen?”
“Of course. Najja is ready to leave town; you know how she prefers the country.”
That was a fact—his mom never liked being in London.
“What about Sabeen?”
Colin’s smile was knowing. “She is also more than welcome. I did not think you would want her with us and not you.”
“Point taken. Thank you.”
“You know Najja is very taken with her.”
He drew back. “Is that a warning?”
“Just an observation.”
One outlined by a warning. “Thanks.” He strode off to help prepare the carriage.
That evening, the mood was a compilation of excitement and uncertainty. All seven piled in, the children excited with the setup. Pug sat across from Sabeen, and they were on their way with waves and farewells.
Once the children were asleep, he stretched his legs, brushing against Sabeen. She jerked and moved away.
“I do not bite,” he said. “Unless you want me to.”
Her sharp intake had him grinning. She wanted so much to be good and proper. He couldn’t help himself. Flustering her was so delightful. Intoxicating, even.
“I would prefer you keep your teeth to yourself, Cap’n.”
“Are you sure? I would love to take a bite of you, Sabeen. I bet you taste delicious.”
“The children,” she said, her breath coming sharp and fast. He knew she was aroused.
“Sleeping. I am not tired. Plus, it is hard for me to think of sleep when I am trying not to haul you into my lap. So I figured we could talk, like all those nights on the ship. Only without the chess board between us.”
She was silent for a time. “Talk?”
“Unless you would care to embark upon other things,” he replied.
“Talk.” Her voice was high. “Talk is fine. Although, I can tell you nothing else. We exhausted that topic on the voyage. So, we must pick something else.”
He readjusted himself on the seat. Normally, he had no wish to share his information, but he hadn’t been lying when he told her he wanted to take a bite of her. “My father and mother used to take me on the ship to visit other places. We used the same ship he took to get Mama back, Reliance.”
“Get her back?” Her interest was piqued.
“She returned to Africa and her father. We went to bring her home. I had only been with the earl for a short time, but he took me with. There, he fought for her.”
“Wait, fight?”
“Aye. He brought an army to get her back. Even Lord Wilkes was there. I realized that day what true love was. Colin and Najja are not my blood, but they have protected, defended, and almost died for me. They gave me a family. Am I doing them a disservice by wondering about my birth parents and the uncle who wants to kill me?”
“You want my opinion?”
“Please.” He did value her advice.
“I see the love they have for you, their son. Your siblings also. Had they not wanted you to know about him, they would not have seen fit to enlighten you with the facts. I see the fear when they wonder if you will leave for another six years but not for you to understand where you came from.”
Her candid words sank in, and he breathed deeply. He was still torn yet couldn’t deny he felt better.
“May I ask a question?” she asked in a soft tone.
“Of course.”
“Who almost died for you?”
Pug instantly went back to that snowy night when he saw a large man stab Najja in the chest as she protected him.
***
Pug stepped from the rocking carriage and peered at the modest home before him. He searched around. While everything seemed in order, he was hesitant.
“May I help you?” a woman asked, coming around the side of the house.
She had blue eyes and a heart-shaped face. Her bonnet covered most of her gray hair. Her gaze traveled from him to the crest on the carriage door.
“I am looking for Mr. Brandon Stanton.”
“He is my husband.”
“I need a word with both of you.” Her gaze moved again to the crest. “It belongs to the Earl of Clifton,” he said. “My father.”
She blanched and bobbed before heading inside. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. Soon, two stepped from the house and approached him.
“What a pleasure to have you here, my lord. I am Mr. Stanton. Would you care to take refreshment?”
“Please. I have five kids and a woman in there; perhaps some could be sent out for them, as well.”
The woman nodded. “Right away.”
Pug stuck his head in the carriage and explained things to Sabeen. She gave her understanding so he accompanied the couple inside. Before long, they were across from one another with tea and butter cake between them.
“How may I be of service, my lord?”
“I am unsure how to broach this subject, for it is sensitive in nature. I suppose merely getting on with it is best.” He swallowed some hot tea. “I am here in regards to your brother.”
“My brother is dead, my lord. A revolt happened on his plantation, and he was killed by the slaves.”
“I am aware of that. This is about his children.”
“Oh my God!” the wife gasped. “You know where they are? Are they all right? We were told that a slave kidnapped them.” 
While her honest concern pleased him, he had to snap back his retort about Sabeen. Mr. Stanton also expressed his agreement with his wife.
“I know where they are. They are fine, and they were not kidnapped.” He stared at each of them. “They were rescued. I need to ensure they will be well cared for.”
Brandon Stanton sat straighter. “My lord, while we are not members of the aristocracy, I can assure you Crissy and Stephen will have a good life. They will have siblings and will learn the family business.”
“We heard the slave who took them killed them.”
Pug narrowed his eyes. “Who said this?”
“A cousin,” she said, holding her husband’s hand. “He lived on the island.”
“He’s the one who killed your brother and his wife. The kids are very much alive. Would you like to meet them?”
“Please.” They both stood and waited.
Pug led the way to the door and called out as soon as they stepped through. “Sabeen, bring Crissy and Stephen.”
She came from around the carriage, Crissy holding one hand and carrying Stephen. Jon, Olivia, and Ester all gathered by the back of the waiting coach.
“Oh, Brandon, they look so much like their parents.”
 
Sabeen knelt on the ground and stared at the two young children before her. She wanted to cry uncontrollably—more like she didn’t want to let them go. So, she forced an encouraging smile on her face.
“They seem very nice.”
Crissy and Stephen were subdued. Tears still ran down their faces. The adventure had become reality, and they weren’t as keen on it now. She could see Pug with the other three off to her left. Waiting for her. For her to leave these two. Children she’d loved since they were born.
“I wanna go with you, Sabeen.” Crissy lunged forward and wrapped her arms around her.
“Me, too. Me, too.” Stephen added his cry to the mix.
She held them and stared toward the house. The Stantons stood there with their four kids. They had thanked her profusely when Pug had told them how she’d helped them escape and make it to England.
“I wish I could, but you belong with family.”
“You said we were family,” Crissy accused.
Tears pricked Sabeen’s eyes, and she furiously blinked them back, not wishing for them to fall.
“We are, sweetie. This is best for you two. You and Stephen will be safe and loved here.”
“Stay wif you,” Stephen sobbed.
I wish. She held them tighter. “I will always love you both very much.”
“Will we see you again?”
“I cannot say, Crissy. I hope so.” She drew back and touched the girl’s face. “You take care of your brother.”
Tears leaked free of those blue eyes. “All right.”
The dejection in her voice tore through Sabeen’s heart and soul with the speed of a rapier. She kissed her cheek and stood, holding Stephen, who still wailed . Crissy reluctantly took her Aunt Prudence’s hand. Then, Sabeen pried Stephen’s arms from around her neck. He screamed and cried, eyes red and face mottled.
“It will be fine, Stephen,” she muttered, hoping with every fiber of her being it would be so. “You will see.” She bussed his cheek and handed him to his uncle. Brandon had to struggle to maintain his hold on the child.
“Goodbye.” Sabeen turned and walked away—each step harder than the last—until she reached the carriage. Pug had already loaded the other three and held out a hand for her.
“Climb in, luv.”
She did and found the others watching her. Uncertainty prevalent in their expressions. The carriage rocked as Pug climbed in and sat across from her. She didn’t look at him, instead peering out the window and waving one last time to the children she loved more than herself.
“What happens to us now?” Jon questioned.
The wheels beneath them moved, and they lurched forward. All too soon, she couldn’t see Crissy and Stephen anymore. The curtain fell from nerveless fingers as she cried. Closing her eyes, she dropped her head and shook.
“Sabeen?” Jon again.
“Let her be, Jon. She needs to be alone and grieve.”
“What about us?”
A blanket was placed around her as Pug answered. “We will go to my parents’ country home. There, we will figure it out.” He caressed the back of her neck. “Rest, luv.”
So, she did. When she woke, she realized she lay against Pug and it was dark. His arms were around her, and she stiffened.
“Calm yourself, luv.” His whisper drifted along her ear.
“The children?”
“Been fed and are sleeping. You slept through our stop. Now, stop struggling and go back to sleep.” He paused. “Unless you need to get out of the carriage.”
Grateful to the darkness so he couldn’t see her embarrassment, she shook her head. “I can wait.”
“All right.”
He moved, and she realized why his arms were around her. 
“I am on your lap.”
“Noticed that, did you?” Amusement laced his tone.
“I should not be here.”
He tightened the arm curved about her waist. “Indulge me, luv. Allow me to hold you.”
Tucking her head beneath his chin, she sighed. It felt so nice to be where she was, and she truly had no wish to move.
“Goodnight, Cap’n.”
His lips teased the shell of her ear. “Captain? You are in my lap with a blanket covering us, and you cannot call me Pug?” His query, posed in a light and amused way, made her smile.
“Cap’n.”
He chuckled, his chest moving with it. “Goodnight, luv.” A light kiss on her forehead escorted her back to the land of slumber. 
The next afternoon, they stopped along a sparkling brook and had a leisurely meal while the driver got some sleep. Sabeen sat on the edge of a blanket, piece of bread in hand as she watched the children play along the water’s edge.
“Are you all right?”
“Fine, Cap’n.”
“Look at me.”
She angled her head so she could see him and did her best to focus just on his eyes. Nothing else. Sometimes, our best is not enough.
“I told Brandon I would be checking on them. If I did not feel it safe for Crissy and Stephen, I would never have left them there. They will be fine, Sabeen. Trust me.”
“I do.”
His blue eyes widened at her two words. All seriousness, he gave a brisk nod. “Good.”
Sabeen realized it was true; she did trust him. She returned to her observation of the children so there would be no staring at Pug. His decadent chuckle told her he knew her intentions. It seemed she blinked, and he moved from her side to the brook. There, he played.
Such a child at heart. Sabeen gazed at all of them—Pug, especially—playing and getting dirty. His deep laughter rang out with the children. She could see him as a father playing with his sons. Or daughters. Do not go there, came her mental reprimand.
Funny thing about reprimands, if you had to give one, you had already gone there. And, she had.
They remained there for a few hours before heading on again. This time with a refreshed driver and exhausted youngsters. Once again, she sat across from Pug as the little ones slept. Much harder now to keep her gaze from drifting over his muscular legs, flat stomach, or wide chest. He also didn’t help for he insisted on having his feet against hers.
“What are you thinking over there, Sabeen?”
As if he didn’t know.
“Wondering how cold it gets here come winter.”
“Cold. There will be snow.”
She’d heard of it. “Never seen it.”
“You will.”
Tucking some hair behind her ear, she peered at him. He lounged in the seat, like a predator. Appearing relaxed, but she didn’t buy it for a minute. His intense gaze focused on her. Solely. She gulped. Her belly tightened, and her hands were damp.
“I will?”
“Aye. We will be here over winter.”
She blinked repeatedly. “We?”
His white smile flashed amongst sun-darkened skin. “We. Jon. Olivia. Ester. Me. And”—he leaned forward, sliding his index finger over her lips—“you. Makes up we.” He frowned and sat back slightly. “Not up for debate.”
“Thank you.”
“Kiss me.”
She almost choked with her surprise. “Cap’n?”
He leaned up again. “Kiss. Me. I will keep my hands right here. I will not touch you. I merely want a kiss.”
“Why?” Suspicion swirled furiously in her.
“For no other reason than you want to.” He tilted his head to the side. “You want to kiss me, Sabeen.”
“Arrogant.” There was no sting to her word for he spoke the truth.
“Honest.” Pug slid to the edge of his seat. “Do not ignore your desire. I will not move.”
She dampened her lips and allowed herself to glide toward him until she, too, perched on the edge of her seat. He watched her from beneath lowered lids. Her gaze moved to his lips. She knew how they felt upon hers for he’d stolen a few. Bolstering her courage before she lost it, Sabeen finished eliminating the distance between them and pressed her mouth to his. True to his word, he didn’t move. Sabeen pulled back as quickly as she’d touched him. He watched her, his eyes darker than usual.
“Your innocence is so alluring, luv,” he rasped. Slowly, he leaned back, all the while watching her.
Innocence? Was he trying to hurt her? “I am no innocent.”
His smile was positively wicked. “For what I want, you are.”
The remainder of the trip, those words rolled around in her mind. What did he mean? Why was she so curious?
The sun shone bright as the carriage rolled up to—as Pug called it—Falcon House. Bigger than the plantation house on the island, it rose impressively toward the clear blue sky.
A footman hurried down the steps and opened the door the moment they halted. Pug jumped out.
“’ello, James.”
“Good to see you again, sir.”
“And you.” He clapped the man on the shoulder before turning back to her. “Come.”
He assisted her out, and the trio followed.
“Impressive, is it not?”
“Aye,” she said. Beautiful was another word. She gazed about, soaking it all in.
“Would you like to stay out here?” She started. “We are waiting on you,” he said.
She glanced up to see the others on the steps by the open front door. She alone remained by the carriage.
“I am sorry.”
“Not a problem, luv. I was merely teasing.”
She just hastened up the steps. Colin and Najja awaited them inside. A maid showed Sabeen to her room and had a bath sent up. She discovered her things from London had been sent and happily bathed.
Seated before the window, she brushed out her hair as it dried and stared at the view before her. Trees, grass, flowers. Openness.
Knock. Knock.
“Come,” she called out.
The large door opened to reveal Najja with some footmen and maids who removed the tub. She watched in silence until it was only the two of them.
“Everything to your satisfaction?”
“Yes, my lady.” Sabeen rose and bobbed.
“Sabeen, call me Najja.”
She just smiled, feeling it inappropriate. However, the countess was a lady not to be denied, and she insisted. Sabeen capitulated. “Najja.”
“That is much better. How is your arm? Do you need help in any way?”
“No. Whatever you gave me has worked. I hardly feel any pain.” The loss of Crissy and Stephen outweighed any lingering ache.
“Excellent. I had the children put in the nursery. Jon was given his own room. Same floor as the nursery but his own space. And, it is not a problem.”
Swallowing back those words, Sabeen grinned, embarrassed as she braided her hair.
“Come.”
Sabeen shoved her feet in her moccasins and dutifully followed Najja. They made their way to the stables. They moved slowly, greeting the equines.
“Can you ride?”
“Yes,” she said, falling into more appropriate responses with the countess than she had with the captain. “I rode quite a lot on the island.” Not always for pleasant reasons, but that wasn’t anyone’s business.
“Good to know.” Najja paused before a large stall housing a coal black horse. She rubbed his nose all the while speaking to him in a language Sabeen couldn’t understand. The bond between them, she did.
“Has Pug discussed with you what he wants?”
She froze and stared at the countess. “No.”
“He wants you to accompany him to find out about his past.”
Panic welled up. Leave the children? “All of us?” Her voice cracked.
“No. Just you.” Najja stepped away from the horse and gripped Sabeen’s hand. “The children will stay here, with us. It is safer that way, especially considering there have been attempts on his life. I swear to you, Sabeen, they will be perfectly safe here. I will not allow harm to come to them. You have nothing to fear.”
Sabeen worked her mouth, but nothing came out.
“My son is honorable. I asked him about leaving you, as well, but he wants you with him.”
“The children will be safe?” A decisive nod. “Then, I have no problems accompanying the captain.” At least none she would divulge to the man’s mother.
“You are an amazing woman, Sabeen. Come. I want to see your sword work.”
Again, Sabeen trailed the countess. They went to a flat area behind the house. She saw swords there and, at Najja’s direction, armed herself. When Najja picked up one and their blades met with a loud clash, all thoughts vanished but that of winning.
They had a group watching by the time they finished. Young and old. Pug winked as he neared her. She rubbed her shoulder, which screamed in agony, with the end of one fist.
“You are so much better now, luv.”
Breathing hard, she gulped air. “She is good.”
“You have no idea. Colin is better still. Mama excels with other weapons.”
“Is he better than you?” She was so curious about this pirate—privateer—and his unusual family.
“My father?” She nodded. “Not sure. Probably. Swords were never my mother’s main weapon, but she be deadly with it.”
Sabeen willingly handed over the two swords, and he passed them to a footman. A nonplussed man who must be used to this kind of display or was just that good at keeping his emotions hidden.
Together, they all went back inside the large home. Pug walked beside her.





  
Chapter Nine
 
“Promise me you will be good and listen to Lord and Lady Clifton.”
Pug watched as each child nodded in response to Sabeen’s request. All three of their faces were drawn tight. Anyone could tell they weren’t pleased about this situation. He put his gaze on the woman who would be accompanying him.
She’d gathered her hair in a braid, and it hung down to the middle of her back. His mother had given her some breeches, and she wore them along with moccasins. The sun shone through the parlor windows and glinted off her swords.
“We need to depart.” He’d already said his farewells.
“Aye, Cap’n.” She rose, kissed each child and headed to the cloak she’d been given to wear, pulling it on. “Ready.”
From his periphery, he kept an eye on her as they made their way to the door. The weather wasn’t wintery yet, but it was definitely autumn. They stepped out to three waiting horses, one being Fineas. Walking Sabeen to her brown gelding, he observed her for any signs of fear. None came across.
She swung up easily and adjusted her cloak as he mounted his gelding. Attached to his horse was a rope upon which the third was connected. Readjusting his tricorn, Pug picked up his reins. Everyone stood outside the door, watching, and he nodded to his father before setting his heels to the horse. They were on their way.
Sabeen rode beside him, silent.
“The children will be fine, Sabeen.”
“I know. Just hard for me to leave them.”
“I understand.” He settled into the easy ground-eating stride his horse had. 
When they stopped for lunch, he took care of the mounts while she set up a blanket to sit upon and their food. Joining her, he stretched out and watched her as she handed him some sandwiches the cook had prepared for them.
“We will be sleeping outside.”
She didn’t appear shocked at all. In fact, she kept her eyes on the sandwich she tore pieces from to eat.
“Sabeen?”
That had her looking up. “Aye?”
“Nothing to say about it, luv?”
“No.” A slight bewildered expression filled her features. “Should there be?”
He shook his head, a smile teasing the corners of his mouth. She canted her head to the side but didn’t lower her gaze.
“I sense you want me to ask a question.”
He ate leisurely. “Do you? That is what you sense I want to do?”
While barely visible, he could still see the flush which heated her face. “Incorrigible.”
He winked. “Persistent.”
This time, she smiled, and his belly tightened. Did she understand how beautiful she was when she gave a full smile?
“For no reason.”
“I disagree; there is a very good reason.”
She dismissed him with another smile. Back on the horses, he continually watched her. She never complained or whined. In fact, she barely spoke. They passed a few people but were way in the country when he took them off the road to set up camp for the night.
He tethered the horses and removed their tack. Leaning against her mount, Pug stared over the muscular rump to where Sabeen started a fire, her focus intense. He realized how grateful he was to have her along. She was a unique woman. One he longed to get to know better.
Patting the horses, he breathed deeply. Bedrolls in hand, he strode toward her. When she glanced up at him, the flickering and budding fire reflected in her eyes. He ignored the feeling he got more and more around her and dropped their beds.
“I will have some food ready in a moment.”
“Not a problem. I will get some water, then, Sabeen. There is a small stream behind us.”
“Aye, Cap’n.”
Pug left, refusing to peer back. Crouched by the water, he filled the containers and stared up at the night sky. Not as spectacular as the sky on board my ship but much better than London. He splashed some water on his face before returning to their camp.
Sabeen had fruit, bread, and cheese out for them. Beds were also laid out. The fire between them. He sat on one and ate the food she handed him.
“How are you holding up?”
“A bit sore, but I will be fine.”
He chewed in silence for a while. “Can you shoot a pistol, Sabeen?”
She shook her head as she bit her apple. “He did not teach me.”
Probably scared you would shoot the perverse bastard. “I will. I think you should learn.”
A negligent shrug. “If you feel it best.”
There were some things he felt best about. Kissing her. Making love to her. Any of those kind of things. Doubtful they were what she meant.
“Are you afraid of them?”
“I do not believe so.”
“You prefer swords, though.”
“I know swords, Cap’n. Not that I prefer them; it is just what I know. Pistols to me seem,” she paused, “lazy. I know many like them.”
He reclined back and stared over the fire at her. “Interesting choice of word, lazy.”
“Sorry to offend.”
“No, no. I am not offended, Sabeen. I would say I am curious. Why lazy?”
“You point and pull the trigger. Swords need skill to wield and defeat an opponent.”
She had a valid point there.
“I see.” 
More silence commenced for a while between them aside from the crackling fire. The wind picked up, and he saw her shiver.
“Miss the warmth of the islands?”
“Aye. This is new, being cold like this.”
“Winter can be brutal.”
She rose and walked away. He’d finished his food by the time she’d returned.  
“Good night, Cap’n.” 
With the cloak tight around her, she laid down on the bedroll, facing the fire, and closed her eyes. Thick lashes rested upon her cheeks, and he longed to trail his fingers down the brown smooth skin of her face. The tips itched to touch her, caress her. The need burned at him.
Yet, sitting here, watching her slumber, he knew to get her he would have to do more than have her trust with her children. She trusted him overall but not on that level. He wanted it to be all levels.
With a groan, he, too, lay down toward the flames and went to sleep. 
The next week followed the same pattern as they continued to head north. The days and nights grew colder.
The horses had steam coming from their noses as they plodded along. Earlier, they’d been in a village where they’d purchased more food before continuing on. They crossed over a river and he smiled at Sabeen.
“Want to stop early? We will be there tomorrow.”
“Along the river?”
“Sure.” He led the way until they were off the main path and hidden from most people’s view. Not that they passed a lot of folks, but he wanted her safe.
As they set up camp, he wondered what was on the horizon. While he wanted to get there, he was hesitant. And nervous. More so than he cared to admit. A splash had him turning. Sabeen was in the river.
“What are you doing?” he demanded, running over to the edge.
“Fishing.”
He watched her spear two large fish in a matter of minutes. She grinned at him as she slogged to the bank. He had many questions but only reached out and helped her up.
“You are full of surprises.”
She smiled and moved past him, carrying the fish. Pug started at her ass in the breeches she wore. His body responded with a near violent throb. Squeezing his eyes shut briefly, he groaned before returning to the fire.
By the time he sank beside her, she had a spit up and the fish were already cooking.
“Smells delicious.”
She wrapped her cloak around her. “Thanks. The bread is warming on a rock also.”
She impressed him. Took things as they came and handled them. Skills he approved of.
The fish was flaky and tender, the bread warm, complementing the fish. As he ate, he realized just how hungry he was. So, he ate his fish and half of hers.
“Would you like me to catch another?”
He paused in licking his fingers. “No, I think I just missed warm food.”
Her smile was full of understanding before she rose and cleaned the bones up. He rose and went after her. At the water’s edge, he waited for her to finish washing her hands.
“Come with me.”
She wiped her hands along her thighs as she stood. “Aye, Cap’n.”
He stepped close, watching the flare of her nose and the way her eyes widened. “Pug.”
She blinked. He waited. Sabeen blinked again.
“Pug.” He gestured at her. “Say it.”
A slight furrow appeared between her eyes. “Pug.”
“Thank you.” He stepped back and gestured her to precede him to camp.
“You are welcome, Cap’n.”
He slashed his gaze to her, only to discover the mirth in her expression. Shaking his head in amusement, he led the way. She tempted him beyond anything he’d experienced before. Back at camp, he decided not to teach her to shoot yet. It could wait. Instead, he withdrew a deck of cards.
She eyed him suspiciously to which he responded with an innocent grin. “I did not bring the chessboard.”
“I have no money with which to play.”
“No money, merely for fun.” He waved her closer. “Come sit.”
“And, what exactly is this game I am playing?”
“Poker.”
“I am afraid I will not be a good opponent, for I do not know this game with any sort of skill.”
“You know the basics?” He gave them each a pile of rocks.
“Barely. I watched Mr. Stanton play with his associates on occasion.”
“Then, you can play. I will teach as we go along.” He dealt. “How long were you with Mr. Stanton?”
Her expression tightened as she flexed her fingers against her cards. “As far back as I recall.”
She stared at her cards before discarding two. He replaced them and descried her reaction. None of any kind. He couldn’t even get a read of what she was feeling or thinking.”
“I will begin.” He put a rock between. “Do you have siblings?”
“Not any of which I am aware.” She tossed in two rocks of her own. “I raise.” She took her attention from her cards and put in more rocks. “I am a slave, Cap’n. I have no family—aside from the kids—I do not know my parents, and I cannot tell you what part of Africa I—or my parents—were from. I do not know.”
“Were,” he corrected. “You were a slave.”
She looked back to her cards.
“I call.”
She lay down her hand, and he found himself starring at three jacks. He had two pair. Pushing the rocks toward her, he shook his head.
“You deal this time.” 
So, she did. As the sun lowered in the sky, Pug realized something about her. She was a card shark and had no problem trouncing him soundly.
Early afternoon the following day, he led them across a stone bridge to a village. Miller’s Creek, according to the sign. People stared at him in awe along with a bit of suspicion and uncertainty.
“You there,” he called to the man leading two goats.
“Yessir?”
“Baron York’s estate?”
“That way, sir.” He pointed off to the left.
“Thank you.” With a shared glance to Sabeen, he got them on their way. He wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but this run-down building wasn’t it. “Looks like hell,” he muttered.
“It has potential.”
Sabeen’s statement made him smile. The laugh that erupted still was a bit of surprise. “Come on, I guess I should check it out.”
“I will see to the horses.” She swung down and waited for him to do the same. He observed her as she led the animals to the rundown stable.
He blew out a breath and made his way to the weather-beaten door. Why couldn’t he recall this place? It sat empty. The interior smelled musty, and he stared across the foyer. Sheets covered tables and chairs. Some windows were broken but it was much warmer then outside.
He explored all three levels and catalogued the damages. Holes in the roof and more. It would be a lot of work. The nursery he recognized a little, and it pissed him off. This place was his. It never should have been taken from him. He remembered running through these halls.
The sight of a horse-drawn wagon nearing had him running for the door, avoiding all the weak places in the framework. He stepped through, his gaze sliding immediately to the last place he’d seen Sabeen. Either she had left or she was still in the barn.
“Can I help you?” he asked once the wagon came to a stop.
An older man sat there, staring up at him. “Who are you?”
Pug took exception to him questioning him as though he were in the wrong. He stood tall and glared down his nose as if dealing with an unruly crewmember or someone he truly didn’t like.
“The owner.” Condescension dripped from his tone. “Who are you?”
“Vicar of Miller’s Creek, Riley Stone.”
Vicar. Pug wasn’t trustful of any man of the cloth. Images of a rod swinging at his back and shoulders flashed through his mind. Fighting the memory, he crossed his arms and cast another glance around. Where was Sabeen? Surely by now she’d seen there was a visitor.
“What is it I can do for you, Vicar?”
“You look a bit like the late Baron York, God rest his soul.”
“I’m his son, the current Baron York.”
 
Sabeen watched the proceedings from where she hid near the dilapidated barn. The old man spoke to Pug, who didn’t seem too keen on the man being there. She recognized the defensive posture. Or guarded would perhaps be a better word. At least more accurate.
My pirate sure is suspicious.
Her pirate. She shook her head and rolled her eyes, releasing her grip on the sword hilt. Once the man left, she stepped from her hidden spot, a flush creeping over her as his sharp gaze located her. It was all too easy for her to mentally recreate their shared kiss. And go from there.
“Everything all right, Cap’n?” Her question came when she reached his side.
“Horses bedded down?”
“Aye.” The coal black stallion was an amazing animal. She wondered what it would be like to ride him.
“Good.” He angled himself toward her. “The vicar said he knows of some people in town who could use the work. Men and women. So starting tomorrow, we begin fixing this place up.”
Unease churned in her belly, and she struggled to control it. Pug’s eyes were tender, yet determined, when she met his gaze. His silence stretched on, and she waited.
“I want you near me.”
She blinked. “As you say, Cap’n.”
Her agreement—although immediate—must not have been enough for he gripped her arm, almost painfully.
“I do not joke, Sabeen. I do not know these people who come here.”
“I was not debating you, Cap’n.” She didn’t understand his vehemence in stating his words.
Proprietary fire burned in those incredible eyes of his. “I’m finding,” he said, his voice a deep purr as he put himself a hairsbreadth from actual physical contact. “When it comes to you, beautiful Sabeen. I am extremely possessive and primal.”
She wasn’t sure how to respond to this behavior of his. Her captain had intense moods. Shrugging, she began walking by him.
“Where are you going?”
“I was heading for the kitchen. It is time to eat.”
“It is,” he agreed, not looking away from her face.
Heated silence stretched between them. Until, finally, she spoke. “Is that all, Cap’n?”
“For now, Sabeen. For now.”
She made her way into the house and on to the kitchen. No food to speak of, but there were pots and pans along with the rest of what made a functioning cooking area. Proceeding with the task at hand, she pumped water and checked the smokestack before building a fire. While the water heated, she took a quick inventory of what supplies were in residence.
Sabeen got to work, oddly comforted by the familiar task of cleaning. Pug was unnerving her. Allowing her mind to create false hope. Not what she needed.
“Perhaps, I can get to France,” she said as she scrubbed off another layer of grime from the countertop.
“What is in France?”
He’d startled her, but years of experience had conditioned her not to show it. She continued with the small circles that took off the coating and left behind a beautiful wood surface.
“I do not know; I have never been.” More water and soap then back to scrubbing.
“Then, why would you go there?”
Every instinct in her screamed she should run. His voice was threaded through with danger. Angling her head to the side, she gazed at him. Her breath caught and hitched.
Danger. 
The only word she could identify poured from him. His eyes were glued on her, and she knew within every inch of her skin, if she ran, he would pursue her. Everything about him screamed hungry predator.
“Answer me, Sabeen.” His voice low and commanding.
“To start over. Have a life for myself and the kids.”
Three steps closer. Coiled power. Chills broke out over her, and she struggled to tear her gaze from his and get back to work. Her legs trembled, and she locked her knees.
She wasn’t fearful of him in the typical sense, but this side of him—wild, untamed—it did things to her. She worked on the edge. His footfalls, the only noise in the room aside from her cleaning, alerted her to how close he came.
“Why are you avoiding my gaze?”
“I am working, Cap’n. I cannot cook anything until we have clean dishes. They are boiling now, so I am working on the rest of the room while I wait.”
“Sabeen.”
One word. Deep voice. A sensual caress that made her shiver with a desire she never knew she would have for another.
She stood upright but continued to stare down at the wood beneath her fingertips. Her hands were cracked, the nails short and, right now, covered with dirty soap bubbles.
He reached for her, his arm coming into her line of vision. The soap didn’t stop him. He grasped her wrist and moved his thumb along the inside.
“Look at me.”
She swallowed before listening to his dictate. Dampening her lips, she lifted her head to meet his gaze. His blue eyes pierced her
“Are you running from me, Sabeen?”
“No,” she whispered.
“Are you sure?”
She shook her head. She wasn’t sure, at all.
His stare dipped to her lips even as he drew her arm toward him more. She didn’t fight him. She knew if he wanted it, he would take it. And yet, the numbing fear and shame, which had come with Mr. Stanton and his friends, hadn’t overtaken her. The man holding her, now, was different. The fire burning in his eyes was one she was used to seeing in him as he looked at her. Not a lecherous one, but one of true desire, honest want. 
He maneuvered her around until she was on the same side as he. The edge pressed into the small of her back, the water and soap seeping through her breeches.
“Have I harmed you?” Anger wove along his question.
“No.”
“Then, why are you running from me?”
“You are the son of an earl and a baron. You have your own life to live, and it is not a world I am in. I have to think of the children. They cannot stay with your parents, and I cannot depend on you to always help me.”
He placed his other hand on her upper arm, his fingers biting into her flesh, not painfully, just with enough force to make her pay attention.
“I’m a pirate, Sabeen. I take what I want.”
They teetered on the cusp of something greater. She forced back the lessons she’d had growing up about never challenging those who owned her. As Pug said, she wasn’t a slave any longer, and she didn’t need to fear him.
“I’m not an object.”
He lowered his face in hers. “What was that?” 
Lord, he could be menacing when he wished. She held his gaze. “I said, I’m not an object.” Her tone was a little louder.
“I know that, Sabeen my love. No one has the right to own you. You are your own person, and while I am glad you are standing up to me on that, you are forgetting one thing.”
Her heart pounded as he stepped closer. The brush of his powerful thighs against her, his chest and how it touched her breasts—all of it was sensory overload. She gripped the wood behind her, palms sliding over the sudsy water.
“Ask me what it is.”
Pure decadence making her think of nights—and days—of endless pleasures. “Wh…what is it?”
“The fact I am still a pirate and what I want is you.”
“I thought you were a privateer.”
“Only when it suits me, as you well know.”
Yes, she knew. “And, it does not suit you now?”
“You run to France, Sabeen, and I will find you.”
“Is this why you wanted me to come with you? So, you could have someone at your disposal? As I was with Mr. Stanton?”
He went rigid in the space of a heartbeat, and she fought to find some moisture in her mouth. If she’d thought he’d been predatory before, now he was a pissed off predator. He moved her hand off the table and covered his crotch with it. There was no denying how hard he was beneath her damp palm.
“This is what you do to me, Sabeen.” He flexed his hips. “This.” He released her and cupped her chin. “I may be a bastard. I may be a pirate, but I am nothing like that scum Mr. Stanton. Do I truly remind you of him?” She gulped. His grip tightened. “Do I? Are you scared of me, Sabeen? Do you think I will violate you and degrade you as he did? Is that how you view me?”
She shook her head slightly.
“No, damn it, say it aloud. I want to hear the words come out of your mouth. Tell me if I am like him to you.”
“No.” The single word was barely over a whisper. “You are not.”
“I am a man, Sabeen. A man who has wanted to bed you since I met you. I have never once forced myself on you. I treated you with respect on the ship, and the reason I wanted you with me is that I trust you at my back.”
His words humbled her. She’d seen the men who sailed with him. They were great swordsmen. Sure, some a bit colorful and swarthy, but all faithful to him. If he had trust in her ability, that was saying something. Sabeen realized she’d been completely wrong to make the connection as she had. He was right; Pug had more honor in one finger than Mr. Stanton had had in his entire body.
She lowered her gaze, but he wouldn’t allow her to lower her head. How did she fix that, and why was she wanting to touch him again? Tilting her gaze back to his, she was blown away by the savage hunger there. She blinked and found herself locked in a tight embrace.
He kissed her. Slanted his mouth over hers and delved in with his tongue. Passion exploded along her, and she whimpered as he continued to explore her mouth. He moved his hands down her sides and lifted her, seating her on the area she’d been cleaning. Not even the water working its way through her clothing could take her mouth from his.
Sabeen stole her arms up around his neck. She didn’t know how she could have made such a comparison. They were nothing alike.
“Stay with me, luv,” he commanded, before he recaptured her mouth.
All thoughts of Stanton and the abuse she survived at his hands slid away. She focused on this man. Her pirate.





  
Chapter Ten
 
Pug stood on the steps and stared down at the gathered people at the foot of them. Five men and two women. Two children. One of the men moved forward, his hands clutched around his wool cap.
“Vicar Stone said you may have work for us, my lord.”
“I do. I am looking to restore this place. I need men who can build and work hard. I will need things replaced and cleaned. If you can work hard, I will pay a fair wage. I do not tolerate laziness.” He crossed his arms. “Sabeen, come out here.”
He could feel her walk up beside him, but he never took his gaze from those in front of him. He needed to know if any of them were going to have a problem with her. Something else he wouldn’t tolerate.
“This is Sabeen.” Another sweep of the crowd. “And, she is mine.” Warning drenched his statement.
Their gazes darted between the two of them. He let them stare. Didn’t give a damn if they wanted to gossip, but he would kill them if they hurt her.
The designated speaker licked his lips, flexed his fingers about his cap, and nodded. “Very good, my lord. Where would you like us to start?”
“The kitchen needs to be finished inside; I have to be able to have a meal. And two bedrooms. The master and the one next to it. I want them cleaned. As for the men, we need to check structures and fix the roof. There are some places that it will leak. Winter is almost here, and I need to stay warm. If there are more who will work, one of you go get them.”
A thin man in the back stepped away with a bow and took off running down the road.
“Very good. Let us get started. If you have questions, ask myself or Sabeen. Now, what are your names?”
“I’m David, my lord. Samuel ran off to get more men. This is Hammond and the women are Elizabeth and Catherine.”
“You can call me Captain.”
“My lord?”
“Captain, David. I am a captain first. If you call me Baron York or my lord, I am liable to ignore it.”
“Ye…yes, Captain.”
He flashed a brief smile. “Good.” Turning to Sabeen, he bit back his groan of desire.
It had been hell yesterday, stopping the kiss and not taking her right there in the kitchen. Perhaps, when the room is finished, I can do that. He’d not meant to kiss her while being angry, but the thought she compared him to Stanton had pushed him over the edge of any sort of reason. 
Not until the water had soaked his sleeve did it penetrate he’d laid her back upon the wet surface. He’d stalked off, unable to say a word. She’d made him some food then disappeared to the rundown parlor and sat close to the small fire burning in the hearth.
Today, she had pulled herself back together; then again, so had he. She wore her breeches and stood slightly behind him, head down, but he didn’t argue with her. They were presenting a unified front. After all, he was a damn pirate, what did he know about playing a baron?
“Get the women started, Sabeen. I will start the men.”
“Aye, Cap’n,” she replied softly. She pivoted to the side and gestured to the women who walked by him then her before all five of them vanished inside. The women, Sabeen, and the children.
He walked to the back with the men and got them started. After which he climbed the rickety ladder to the roof. Once there he waited for David and Hammond to heave on the rope enough to lift up the supplies. He’d  rigged a pulley system so he could have them on the roof.
Beneath his feet, the beams squeaked as he made his way to the edge and leaned over to grab the rope.
“Careful, my lord,” Hammond called out.
He had confidence in his balance; he spent his days on a ship. So, he had no fear as he leaned over and snagged it. With a strain of muscle, he hauled it in and placed it upon a cross-section that would hopefully offer more support. The wind whipped around him, and he shook his head. 
He ran a hand through his hair and peered at the job before him. He didn’t mind hard work; he just wished to hell he knew what he was getting into. The men joined him, and they got to it.
A while later, he looked up when another wagon rumbled up to the house. It was packed with people, and he stood, staring  at them before heading down the ladder. “I will be back.”
Samuel strode up to him with a smile on his face. “I found some more willing workers, my lord.”
He scanned the wagon again. “Captain,” he said automatically. “Wonderful, Samuel. You did good. Listen up, we need to fix the roof first then secure the one on the stable. Women and children inside to help clean up in there.”
They all climbed out and headed either inside or to stand near him. Except for one woman with a younger one beside her.
“This is Mrs. Tanner; she’s a cook.”
He crossed his arms and stared at her. “You have a problem working for me?”
“No, my lord. I would love to cook for the newest Baron York.” She wiped her hands down the front of her dress. “This is my daughter, Melinda.”
He stared at the mousy brown-haired female. She watched him with wide blue eyes but didn’t speak, only curtsied. He gave her a nod then said, “Go on in, find Sabeen and tell her you are our new cook.”
“Yes, my lord.” She curved her hand around Melinda’s arm and led her toward the front of the house.
Pug’s ears were filled with the sounds of hard labor, and he smiled slightly before he got back in the mix himself.
As the wagon departed that evening, he leaned against one of the front pillars and watched as Sabeen walked up from the stable. He’d peeked in on her a few times throughout the day. She mostly kept to herself, but she and the other women had worked hard the entire time. 
As she moved, her cloak floated about her, and he chewed on the piece of grass he held as he waited.
“What do you think, luv?”
“You have some good workers. I think you will have a suitable place in a short time.”
“And Mrs. Tanner along with her daughter?”
“She reminds me of a housekeeper on the island. Nothing but business. I think she will run your house well.”
They climbed the steps side by side. He held the door for her grateful for the relative warmth in the air. “What did you think about Melinda?”
“She never spoke.”
“Do you think she is deaf?”
“No.” She shrugged out of her cloak. “I think she cannot speak. For some reason or another. We had a mute on the island. Or someone we all thought was. One day, he just decided to talk.”
They entered the kitchen, and he smiled over the difference in the room. Clean shiny pots could be seen. The room smelled delicious, and his stomach rumbled in anticipation.
“How were they to you?”
She stutter-stepped at his question. When she glanced at him over her shoulder, he could see the uncertainty in her gaze.
“Did any of them treat you poorly?” he asked.
“No, Cap’n.”
“You will tell me if they do.”
“Aye.” She returned her attention to dishing him up some of the food left behind by Mrs. Tanner.
The woman had offered to stay, as had some of the others, but he’d informed them he wanted the house secure and livable before he brought workers in to stay permanently. As they’d left, he’d seen the mistrust in their expressions, pleasure at the money he paid them, but uncertain he would hire them later.
“The horses doing all right?”
“Bedded down for the night.” The wind rattled the panes of glass behind her. He watched a chill shake her. She turned and approached, carrying the two plates to the table.
He joined her, and they ate in relative silence. Pug was used to the boisterous noise of his crew. Or family. Sabeen would speak when spoken to, but she didn’t engage the conversation just on a whim.
“Did you check the bedrooms out?”
His cock swelled at the thought of her in the bedroom. His room. Hers. Both. Hell, even the kitchen or on the stairs leading up to the second floor.
“Your room is all ready.”
He frowned, pausing with the bread on the way to his mouth. “And yours?” She didn’t respond. He knocked on the tabletop with his knuckles. “Sabeen? Your room?”
She met his gaze. “Not done yet.”
“I told them to do it!”
“Cap’n, I belied that order.”
He tore off a piece of sourdough bread. “What was your reasoning?”
“The master’s room was in such a state, there would have been two partially finished rooms instead of having yours finished. I told them to make sure you had a clean place to sleep.”
“What about you?”
“I can sleep down here. Or in the stable.”
“Like hell you will. You and I will share a room, then.” He popped the bread in his mouth and grinned at her expression. “No room for argument. I am not having you down here in case something happens at night. Nor in the stable. The securest place is with me. So, we share.” 
Her wide eyes never left his face. He leaned forward. 
“Guess I finally get you in my bedroom, luv.”
 
His bedroom. Alone. With him. All night long. Sabeen couldn’t even begin to formulate a word. Not one.
Pug sat across from her a smug look on his face, knowing he’d stumped her. She wasn’t getting out of this one. She is insane if she believes I will be fine with her sleeping downstairs without protection or out in the stable. What type of woman thought a man would allow that? One who has not had the easiest of lives.
Having answered his own question, he calmed down a bit. She was looking after him; he could see it now. She was a lot like Najja in many aspects. Thinking of herself last, always doing selfless acts.
“I do not think that is proper, Cap’n.”
He didn’t give a damn. Leaning back in his chair, he crossed his arms and arched his eyebrows. “I would never let a woman sleep downstairs in a house that is not finished while I stayed up in the one room I know can stay warm all night.”
She rose. “The kitchen will work fine.”
“You are not sleeping in my kitchen.” His voice rose along with his level of frustration. Hadn’t they just gone over how he wouldn’t hurt her or force her, no matter how much he wanted her?
Clearly, she wanted to argue, refuse, but she took a breath and nodded. Walking away with the plates in her hand, she went to the flat top and placed them there. He remained where he was, watching her pump water and put it on the stove to heat.
He stood and moved up behind her. Pug stared down at the mass of curls confined in her braid. He wanted nothing more than to free them.
“Just because you are there with me, Sabeen, I will not force you into anything.”
“That is not my worry.”
Those words calmed the anger in him. “Then, what is?”
“You are the baron of these lands now. It is hardly seemly for me to spend the night in your room with you.”
He bent forward so his lips brushed the skin of her neck. She trembled beneath him. Flicking out his tongue, he grinned. “You are forgetting one thing.”
“What is that?”
Pug nipped her earlobe, loving her oh-so-slight whimper. “Pirate.” 
He stepped away and helped her clean up. Together, they did a round in the house before he gestured for her to precede him up the stairs. It was the first time since it had been cleaned that he had come into his new room. 
A fire burned behind the grate, keeping the cold at bay and offering light to see by. At least enough for his needs. The bed was massive, piled with dark coverings and numerous pillows. The four-poster frame had drapes around it he could draw closed. On the trunk at the foot, he spied his items he’d brought with on this trip.
The room no longer smelled musty but had a lovely lemon and beeswax scent that mingled with the smell of burning wood. He turned his head to find Sabeen laying out the bedroll close to the fire.
“No,” he said.
She stopped and gazed at him. “No?”
“We can share the bed, Sabeen. Look at the size of it. We will not know the other is in there.”
“I doubt that,” she muttered.
He knew she hadn’t wanted him to hear it, so he contained his retort. They got ready to sleep, and he watched her sink to the unmade bedroll and undo her hair. The firelight gleamed off the shiny locks as she brushed them out. It mesmerized him.
Yes, he’d seen women brush their hair, but until now, the act hadn’t ever seemed intimate. Private. He perched on the mattress and enjoyed the moment. Sabeen appeared lost in thought as she brushed, and he didn’t rush her.
Pug directed her to take the side closer to the fire. I will not have to worry about staying warm; thoughts of her keep me hot enough. She slid beneath the coverings, and he, on the other side, did the same. Hell, there was so much space between them he couldn’t even feel any of her heat.
“Goodnight, luv.”
“Cap’n.” 
He heard her roll over and turned to see she’d faced away from him. Squeezing his eyes shut, he prayed he’d make it through this in one piece. His cock was hard and pressing uncomfortably against his breeches.
This is going to be a long night.
He woke to the first shaft of morning light piercing the window and hitting him in the face. With a yawn, he sat up and looked around. He was alone in the room. The fire still burned strongly, but the bedroll Sabeen had put by it was gone. And, so was she.
Rolling free, Pug reached for his shirt and slid it on as he went to the window. He couldn’t see her out there. All he could see was his property. Rolling green hills dotted with trees. It was beautiful.
Does not tell me where my Sabeen is currently. He frowned when he altered his direction and found a basin of water by his shaving gear. How had she done this? It didn’t take him long to shave, and he hastened from the room moments after he patted his face dry.
As he neared the bottom step, he finished fixing his shirt cuff. “Sabeen?”
No response. He headed toward the kitchen and called again. Still nothing from her. A quick peek in the room confirmed she wasn’t there. 
He grabbed his coat and put it on then went outside into the cold morning. Exhaling sharply, he saw his breath on the air. It was still, almost eerily so. No animals stirred, no birds cried. He turned up the collar of his coat and struck out for the stable.
Senses alert, he made his way like he hadn’t a care in the world. There was a wheelbarrow by one of the stalls. Moments later, Sabeen stepped out and closed the door behind her.
“What are you doing?” he demanded, stomping over to her.
“Cleaning stalls.” 
“Why?”
She wiped the back of her hand across her forehead. “Because they needed to be done.”
“Hello?”
Pug rotated and found Mrs. Tanner standing there. “Good morning, Mrs. Tanner.”
“Good morning, my lord. I am sorry I have not yet fixed you food for your meal. I was not sure when you preferred to break your fast. I will be sure to ask at what times you prefer all your meals after I get this one started. I just wanted to let you know I was here.”
“Thank you. We will be up soon.”
Her gaze moved by him to Sabeen. “Yes, my lord.” Her dip was brief, and she vanished.
Put went back to Sabeen. “You are not a stable hand.”
“I have been working hard my entire life, Cap’n. The horses needed tending. They are tended. I walked the fence line, and it is secure, so they are out there now. I filled up a tub for their water.” She laid the shovel in the wheelbarrow and grasped the handles. “If one of the men could reinforce a few of the posts, that would be best for you, especially if you want more horses.”
He followed her to where she emptied out the horseshit. “Sabeen.”
“I do not know where you can get grain, but they will need some soon. The supply you brought will not last them much longer.”
The wagon rolling up the drive momentarily diverted his attention. David was on his way with the group from yesterday plus a few more.
“Could you use more workers, my…Captain?” the man asked as he halted the team before him.
“Absolutely.” He saw, in his periphery, Sabeen head off with the wheelbarrow. I need to have a talk with her. When he noticed the men staring at her ass in the breeches, he cleared his throat and arched his eyebrow. “Hands off her,” he issued the statement.
“Of course, my lord,” David said instantly.
Pug let it go, the lack of captain. These men, and women, needed to understand he would protect Sabeen at all costs.
“Get to it, then,” he ordered, spinning on his heel and striding off. “Sabeen!” he called out. “Come with me.”
“Aye, Cap’n,” she replied, stepping out of the stable, gloves bunched in one hand. Sure steps carried her to him in little time.
He felt like a slug. He’d been lying abed, resting, as she worked. As they walked, he watched her. Again, her hair was drawn back into a tight braid. “Stay close to me,” he said as they neared the house.
“All day?”
“Yes.”
“Yessir.”
He scowled, realizing how abrupt he’d been. “I want to make sure they do not hurt you.”
“I was fine yesterday, Cap’n.”
“There are more today.” And, I want you close. “Come eat.”
“Already did. I ate while I checked the fence to know if I could turn out the horses.” She met his gaze, briefly. “I will go work with the women and get the downstairs shipshape.” Sabeen strolled away, joining the group of women who were dividing up tasks.
He watched her interact with them. She wasn’t pushy, but neither did she allow them to walk over her. Sabeen headed upstairs with a few of the others and disappeared from his view.
Mrs. Tanner had done a fantastic job with his meal, and he ate a lot. “Thank you, Mrs. Tanner. Everything was delicious.”
“You be needin’ a fulltime cook, then?”
He finished off his coffee and leaned back in the chair. “I will. Are you looking for the job?”
“I am. I have a few children, and my husband, God rest his soul, is no longer with us.”
He nodded. “And your daughter, Melinda? Would she want to work as a maid?”
“Yes, my lord. She is a fast learner. She is quiet, never speaks, but she will work hard.”
“Consider it done, then, Mrs. Tanner. I need you to make a list of items you need to stock this house up. Then, you and your daughter go to the village and pick it up.” He scratched his jaw. “I will ride down quick and let them know I am opening a line of credit, and you can use that.”
She smiled, the lines in her face softening. “Thank you, my lord.”
He pushed away from the table. “You are welcome.” Pug left, again, calling out for Sabeen.
“Aye, Cap’n?” she asked, standing at the top of the stairs.
“I am heading to the village to take care of some business.” She took two steps toward him before he held up a hand, pleased she’d remembered he told her he wanted her near. “You can stay. I will not be gone long. Is there anything you think of we will need?”
“You may want to buy some animals, so you will have fresh eggs and milk.”
He nodded and put on his coat. “Will do. I will return soon.” He’d soon saddled Fineas and had put his heels to the stallion.
When they reached Miller’s Creek, he slowed and inspected his surroundings. Noting shop placements and the like. 
“You are out at the old baron’s estate.”
Pug stared down at the man who spoke. The baker from the looks of him. “Yes, I am.”
“The baron died years ago, and his son disappeared, so who are you?”
Swinging down from the saddle, Pug patted the muscled neck as he landed easily on his feet. “Who are you?” he countered.
“Mr. Wineman. I am the baker around here.”
“I need to talk to you then as well. I need a line of credit open.”
“Of course, sir. I will just need your name.”
“Hollister Collingwood, Baron York. Adopted son to the Earl of Clifton.”
“My lord,” the man said, offering a bow.
“My cook will be coming to get items. Spread the word through town; she is allowed to put stuff on my accounts.”
“Yes, my lord.”
Good. He grasped Fineas’ reins and began walking down the street to take care of the rest of things he planned.
* * * *
Sabeen dumped out the dirty water behind the door. The wind swirled around her, the chill stinging her cheeks. She thought about Crissy and Stephen, hoping they were settling in to their new life well. Then, her thoughts drifted to Jon, Edith, and Olivia.
I hope they are not causing Lord and Lady Clifton any issues. She missed them. All five of the children. Rubbing the ache in the small of her back, she stared up at the house. The men worked on the roof, repairing the final fixes. Some were down at the stable, and the women were inside moving furniture and cleaning.
She headed back in, grateful to be out of the cold.
“Where did you go?” Lila asked, her voice hard.
Sabeen held her gaze, despite all the years of being taught to keep her eyes downcast. “I do not answer to you. I answer to the captain.” She took a deep breath. “Only.”
The woman sneered and stepped closer. “I will get his hand in marriage then you will be answering to me. If I allow you to stay and live.” 
The thought of this woman with Pug made her queasy. “You have work to do; get back to it.”
“I do not have to listen to you,” she snapped.
“You better if you want to keep this job, Lila.” Mrs. Tanner stepped between them. “Get back to work or go home.”
“She is not better than me,” Lila said with a sniff. “I will be in his favor soon enough.”
Sabeen didn’t move as the angry woman stomped away.
“Are you all right, dearie?”
“Fine, ma’am.”
“I’m Mrs. Tanner, not ma’am.” She patted her arm. “Lila is Lila; do not let her get to you. She wants to be higher than she is in the world. Lofty ambitions which require absolutely no work on her part.” A small smile. “Now, I could use you in the kitchen for a moment. I have some questions about what my lord likes.”
Sabeen set the bucket down and walked with the woman to the warm room. As the heat sank into her, she understood just how little she liked to be cold.
“Melinda, get her some tea. Poor dear is shivering.” A steaming mug of it was placed before her seconds later. “You need to wear a coat outside, dearie. Winter is coming.”
“I will remember that.”
“Now, are there things he doesn’t like to eat?”
Sabeen shrugged. “I do not know.”
“You are not sharing his bed then?”
“No,” she said, embarrassed. “I am repaying a favor.
“I see.” A brilliant smile crossed her face. “I will just try things then and see if he likes them.”
Sabeen finished her tea, thanked the ladies then got back to work. She was cleaning one of the tall windows, by a ladder, when she looked out to see Lila being assisted up off the ground by Pug. Sabeen’s fingers tightened on the rag in her hand.
Pug supported most of Lila’s weight on the way back to the house. Mrs. Tanner came running out as he called for help upon entering the house.
“What happened?”
“She fell, says she hurt her ankle.”
Sabeen didn’t believe that for a second. Just then, Lila’s green eyes met hers, and she swore the smugness in them was extreme. This had been a plan.
“I can take care of her, my lord. You do not need to worry.” Mrs. Tanner’s statement was calm.
Lila’s cries filled the air. Sabeen looked away and went back to cleaning the grime and dirt off the window. Already, the light allowed in made the place cheerier. It wasn’t so dark and gloomy.
She leaned off the ladder to get the far corner. Lip caught in her teeth, she worked on remaining balanced as she did this.
“Who is going to catch you if you fall?”
“I was actually hoping I did not fall, at all, Cap’n.” She observed her work. Content it was done right, she tossed the rag over her shoulder and grabbed the bucket of soapy water. Dirty water, now. Then, she made her way down to the floor.
Pug stood there, arms crossed. His hair was windblown, and her heart did funny things inside her chest.
“Did you miss me?” he asked with a teasing smile.
“Hardly knew you were gone, Cap’n.”
“Liar.” He sobered. “Everything going well?”
“Aye.” She stared out the window and nodded at her work. Looked good. It would be even more spectacular once the curtains, which some of the women were out beating the dust from, were brought back in. “I believe Mrs. Tanner wanted some suggestions on what you like to eat.”
He stepped closer to her, as if they were both staring out the window at something. She detected his touch on her lower back. “What do you think she would say if I told her I wanted you on my plate?”
Heat pulsed through her. “I think she would believe the new baron is a bit daft.”
He pointed toward the window, leaning in closer. “But, it be true. I want you, Sabeen. You know that.”
“I am hardly anything you can serve for a meal.”
“We have different ideas about a meal, then.” He backed up a step and lowered his arm. “The windows look wonderful.”
“My lord, I am so sorry to interrupt, but Lila would like to talk to you, if you have a moment.”
Sabeen gave a soft snort. 
“Right away, Mrs. Tanner.” Another tantalizing brief touch. “Are you jealous, Sabeen?”
“Not at all, Captain. I have work to do.” She walked away, the water in the bucket nearly sloshing over with the force of her steps.
His decadent chuckle followed her out of the main room. He knew she lied. For the rest of the day, each time he saw her, he would send her this look. Nothing that anyone else knew about, but she recognized it from the ship. Hunger.
“Ms. Sabeen?”
Tearing her mind from thoughts of Pug, she focused on the child by her. Victoria, one of the women’s children.
“Yes?” She crouched beside her. “What can I do for you, miss?”
“Have you seen my brother, William?” She wrung her hands together. “I have not seen him in a while, and I was supposed to keep an eye on him.”
“No, I have not. Where did you see him last?”
She pointed toward the rear of the house. “By that door. His coat is gone.”
Sabeen stared out the window, noting how the wind had increased in its speed. “Go find your mother. I will go look for him.” Once the girl had gone, Sabeen ran for her cloak and headed out.
She said back of the house. She dashed to the door he would have exited had he come out. It was slightly ajar. 
“William? William!” 
She gazed about then headed to the woods, hoping he was still in the house and she would find nothing. Unfortunately, she knew kids. They liked to explore and wander off. Gripping her cloak around her even more, she increased her speed, calling his name as she continued to press on.
Ahead, she saw something moving through the trees. “William?”
It stopped and faced her. Relief poured through her when she recognized the blond boy. “William, your mother is looking for you. Come, we must go back.”
He stuck out his lip. “But, the man said he had a gift for me out here.”
She hastened to his side and dropped to her knees before him. “A man? What man?”
“The big one. He is waiting to give me my gift.”
“We need to go back.”
He stuck out his lip. “No. Want gift.”
She wanted a sword. The forest around them fell silent. “How about we go get your sister. I am sure she would like a gift, as well.”
“He said for me.”
“But, do you not want your sister to have one? I think she would come for you, so you could have one.”
“All right.” He looked sad then brightened. “I should tell him I will be back.”
“No, we should go now.”
Some tree branches snapped behind him. She scanned but couldn’t see anyone. All her preservation instincts screamed for her to run. And, she listened to them. Still, one moment, she exploded into action, the next. Swiping William up off the ground in her arms, she ran all out for the house.
“Get back here!” a male yelled from behind her. 
Sabeen gave it all she had, making sure that William was protected best he could. All the years of running through the jungle and cane fields on the island came in handy now. She jumped logs and roots like they weren’t even there.
“Captain!” she cried as they zigged and zagged. “Hold on, William.” He wasn’t a small child, and her arms were protesting. “Captain!”
The first shot blew by her ear, embedding into the nearby tree trunk. Splinters flew in their direction. She turned her head and kept going. Thankfully, her cloak had Wiliam’s face protected.
The next one grazed her leg. She stumbled but kept going. Finally, they burst out of the woods to find ten men running across the field toward them. Pug in the lead. Lord, she had never been so happy to see anyone.
“Men,” she panted as he skidded to a stop beside her. “In there with guns.”
The men closed around her. Pug was in the middle, as well. He cupped her chin. “Are you all right?”
“Aye.”
“What were you doing there?”
She moved her cloak, and he saw William all that much clearer.
“Shall we go after them, sir?” David questioned, brandishing his own pistol.
“No. We get the boy back safe and figure out what is going on.” He reached for William, who shook his head and burrowed closer to her. “Move.” His tone was harsh as he barked his order.
They walked slowly back, Sabeen remaining in the middle with William. She was grateful because her leg was starting to hurt as the excitement coursing through her slowed.
William’s mom ran to them and took him away, tears of relief in her eyes. “Thank you, missus. Oh, thank you.”
“Back to work. All the kids stay inside until I figure this out. Sabeen, with me.”
She shadowed him inside. Lila still lay reclined on a settee, her anger morphing into pain when Pug looked at her. A very brief look. They moved on to the parlor.
“Sit,” he barked.
She did and folded her hands in her lap.
“What happened?”
“Victoria asked me if I had seen her brother. I had not but went to look for him since she said he was going to the back of the house. There, the door was ajar. I went out and called for him. Not until I got deeper in the woods did I see him. He was heading away.”
“What the ‘ell was ‘e doing out there?”
She looked around, ensuring they were alone. “He said some man promised him a gift.”
Mrs. Tanner walked in with a tray of tea and sandwiches, placed them down, and served each before she left.
“A gift?”
“I tried to get him to come back with me, quietly, but he wanted to tell the man he would be back later. So, I picked him up and ran.”
“Do you have any idea what went through my mind when you screamed for me and I heard gunshots?” He paced before her.
“I know,” she said. “Do not do it again.”
She drank her tea but left the food as she wasn’t hungry. Pug led her to the door, and Mrs. Tanner bypassed them as they walked out. 
“Sabeen,” he said.
“I have work to do, Cap’n.” A muscle flexed in his jaw. 
“My lord,” Mrs. Tanner called. 
Sabeen left when he retreated back into the room. Just as she nearly reached the front room to clean some more, her name was roared. Everyone stopped and looked at her before turning their attention to the man standing in the doorway.
“Cap’n?”
He stomped toward her. “Did you not think I might have wanted to know you. Got. Shot?





  
Chapter Eleven
 
Anger coursed, steady and strong like the waves pounding the rocks of a shoreline or the hull of his ship. Mrs. Tanner had shown him the blood on the seat. He’d called out to Sabeen.
She’d stiffened, and he knew she’d not told him of her injury deliberately. “Sabeen?” He held her gaze as he strode over to her. “The blood.” He didn’t give a damn who overheard.
“Along the leg. Merely a graze.”
He clenched his jaw. “Enough of one you are bleeding. Let me see.”
She flipped her cloak back, presenting him with the tan breeches covering her leg. Graze, hell, most of the material below her knee was soaked with her blood. Pug reacted, scooping her into his arms and striding up the stairs.
“Mrs. Tanner! I want a doctor here, now!”
“Yes, my lord.”
“I do not need—“
“Do not argue, Sabeen. Not right now. I am not in the mood.” His words were harsh, but at the moment, he was feeling exceptionally furious. It was unconscionable, in his mind, that he’d gotten her hurt again. Melinda opened the door to his room, and he brushed by her, carrying Sabeen to the bed. “I need warm water and clean cloths.”
Melinda slipped away.
“You stay put,” he barked when Sabeen began to wriggle off the bed.
“I have no wish to ruin your bed.”
“I do not give a damn about the bed, couch or anything else. You were injured.”
Her brown eyes were on his as she stilled, back propped against the headboard, with her leg positioned to keep the injury off the mattress. “You are angry.”
“Hell, yes! What did you think? I would be ‘appy? This is the second time you ‘ave been injured within weeks.”
“The boy is safe. That is what was important.”
“Not the only thing,” he growled. He had never met anyone so cavalier about their life. Not true, his mind chimed in. Najja was that way. Was? She still is. “Did you ever once, just once, think about your own safety?”
Melinda knocked then entered with a basin of water. Pug took it from her and sat on the bed.
“Rags?”
She produced them, handed them over, and stepped back. Pug put her from his mind.
“I asked you a question, Sabeen.” He withdrew his knife and cut the leg of her breeches, so the injury was exposed. The dried blood, caked on her skin, sent his anger a new rush.
“No.” 
He paused with his hand in the water. “No, what?”
“I do not think of my safety.”
“Why not?”
“My life has not allowed for that.”
“It does, now.” He wrung out the rag and began cleaning around the wound. The blood had begun to slow, and as it did, his heart rate calmed. Not so much his anger. “Where is the damn doctor?”
She shifted, and he put his gaze back upon her. Expressionless. And that, in itself, renewed the anger simmering within him.
“Twice,” he seethed. “Twice, you have gotten yourself injured, unnecessarily.”
“Saving a child is never unnecessary,” she continued. After which, she muttered something he wouldn’t make out.
“What was that?” He rinsed the rag, the water turning pinkish from her blood.
“I said, perhaps, the one time where I saved you was.” She stiffened. “Cap’n.”
Pug turned to find the doctor there.
“She was shot. Fix it.” He rose with his statement, rag in one hand and the bowl in another. 
The man was a portly older gentleman with a stern expression. He took two steps in the room, and his gaze landed on Sabeen. His features pinched. 
“I cannot help her, sir.”
Pug went rigid. Eyebrow raised, he placed the basin and rag on the small table. “What did you say?”
A flush crossed his features. “I cannot treat her. I have specific clientele who would frown upon it. I do not help slaves. There is an apothecary two villages over who will.”
Pug clenched his hands into fists. “You refuse her help because you assume she is a slave?”
He looked with condescension. “I have my standards.”
“Get out!” he said, ending on a roar. “I would not want your despicable hands on her, anyway. I promise you, I, Baron York, shall never call for your assistance again.”
The doctor’s eyes widened as he realized who he faced. “Now, my lord. There are stations for people and—“
“Why are you still here?” He stalked toward him. “Get. Out.”
The doctor hastily retreated. At the door, Pug started at Sabeen—whose expression of acceptance infuriated him. She shouldn’t have to put up with such behavior. No one should. 
He knew it happened. He’d seen it in the Mews. Doctors had their own preferences on who they would assist.
“Stay put, Sabeen.”
Pug trailed the doctor down the steps and outside. The workers, men and women, watched closely. Once the man had ascended into the seat of his wagon, Pug grabbed the reins of his horse. “You had better be grateful this was not a life-threatening injury. For had it been, I would have killed you where you stood for your refusal. Never set foot on my property again.”
He’d never wanted to hurt someone so much since he’d learned of Mr. Stanton and what he’d done to Sabeen.
“Gather around!” Pug brought everyone inside. The only one who didn’t show was Melinda. He didn’t care. Standing on the bottom step, he crossed his arms and stared at the lot of them. “I will not tolerate hate and disrespect for someone solely based on the color of their skin or station in life. If anyone here has a problem with that, take your leave with the hypocritical doctor who thinks he is too good to attend Sabeen. A woman who was grazed by a bullet saving one of you. A woman who risked her life to travel the ocean to reunite two children with their uncle.”
Some shifted uncomfortably.
“I am a captain. My crew is made up of those from around the world. What matters to me is honor and work. I care not about from where you come or your background. Sabeen has proven herself to me, saving my life more than once. I will not have this conversation again. That is my stance. You agree, stay, work and get paid. You do not…leave and never show your face here again.”
No one moved. He waited a few more moments. “Get back to work.”
He wheeled around and jogged back upstairs.
“Can you hold it”—a sharp hiss—“right there?” Sabeen’s voice trailed out the door to reach him.
Stepping through, he took in the situation. Sabeen had readjusted so she could reach her injury with ease. Melinda sat near with a rag and another bowl. Her left hand was on Sabeen’s leg, holding something in place.
“What are you doing?” he demanded.
“Fixing the tear.”
“By putting a needle in your own skin?”
She shook her head. “I am not. After it was properly cleaned, it appears it is not as deep as I first suspected.”
“Do you ever listen?” He neared and, upon doing so, discovered she was applying a salve from the dish by Melinda. As Melinda held the cloth with salve in place, she worked on cutting up strips of gauze and muslin.
He sat on her other side, careful not to disturb the small pile she’d accrued. “Does it hurt?”
“It burns. More since the poultice was applied. A new one, if you please, Melinda.” 
Pug observed as the quiet girl, deftly switched them out, not at all disturbed by the open injury.
“You should rest,” he commented offhandedly.
“Not necessary, Cap’n. Grab some of the gauze, Melinda.” She picked up some of the muslin, herself. “Smear the remainder of the salve and cover the injury. I will tie it off with these strips.” She looked at Pug. “Then, I will redress in something more appropriate and be working in no time.”
“Sabeen.”
She looked up from where she’d been watching Melinda do as she’d requested. “I am fine, Captain. Promise.” Then, quickly, she focused on her leg and tying off the bandage. “Thank you, Melinda, for your assistance. This will be fine.”
He didn’t move as Sabeen climbed off the bed, gingerly put weight on her leg, and nodded to the girl. Pug allowed his gaze to linger leisurely over her retreating figure. Her breeches hung loosely on her leg from where he’d sliced it open. Each of her steps awarded—or tormented—him with flashes of the blood her body had spilled, along with her dark skin.
Because of me.
Pug exited his room, sword strapped on and pistol in hand. “David!”
“Yes, Captain?”
“Two men who can handle themselves and you. We are checking the woods. I want the rest of the men in here, protecting the women and children. No one leaves the house until we return.”
They mobilized swiftly. Pug met the men’s eyes silently, conveying how serious this was to him. Solemn nods were given. Pug led the way to the door, only to pause and look back.
Sabeen made her way down the stairs, Melinda at her side. He noted with pleasure the swords she had belted on. He wanted to kiss her before he left. Tell her to stay safe. He did neither, just led the men to the woods.
As they progressed, he wished Drav was at his side. Not to mention the rest of his crew. Having the Gurkha with him was a comfort he was accustomed to. 
“Capture, not kill.” He gave the order as they entered the forest. “Understood.”
“Yes, my lord.” The men replied as one.
Darkness had begun to creep over the woods when he called them back to the house. They’d not found anyone. Sure, a few tracks but no actual person. A large wall of warmth hit him as he stepped inside. The floors were agleam with polish. The scents of beeswax and lemon continued to remain in the air. He didn’t mind the smell. He also picked up on a hint of food. The entryway was lit with candles.
He observed the couples who came together. Pug paid them and said goodnight as they left. 
“Lord York.”
He stared at the door, wondering how many he’d see tomorrow.
“My lord?”
Pug pivoted to find William and his mother there. The girl was by the stairs but moving closer. “Yes, Mrs. Hiddle?”
“I wanted to thank you, milord.”
“For?” 
William watched him with wide blue eyes. Pug smiled at the child.
“Saving my son.”
“That was Sabeen, not me. Thank her.”
Her face flushed. “I tried, milord. She would hear none of it.”
That was his Sabeen. “You should get them home. The wagon is waiting.” They preceded him out, and he found David waiting for him. “Get them home safe.”
“I will.” David climbed into the seat. With a flick of his wrist, he moved out the wagon full of the people, who, at some point, may be living on his property, but for now, didn’t.
Pug returned inside, drawing the door closed behind him. “Sabeen?”
“Aye, Cap’n?”
She walked into his view from behind the stairs. Pug lost his ability to speak and stood there gaping like a fish. Sabeen wore a dress. Nothing fancy, it was simple, yet he didn’t care. The light blue material fell around her figure in soft folds. Her braid was no more, allowing her curls to frame her face.
The lurching in his chest was unexpected. He stepped toward her, feeling like the young lad he’d been when he’d first seen Jo. Only this time, the experience was even more intense. At least a hundred times more so.
The woman was incredible no matter what she had been clothed by. The dress merely added to her aura of innocence.
She lowered her gaze, and he knew she was uncomfortable with his scrutiny. “It does not rub the bandage like breeches do.”
“Luv, you are perfect no matter what you wear. Are you hungry?”
“Aye.”
Pug gestured to the kitchen. “I will follow you.”
She walked away, leaving him to do just that. The sway of her dress material as she moved was mesmerizing. She served them then sat as rain began to pound the windows. He was glad the roof had been the first bit he’d had fixed.
“The repairs are proceeding nicely.”
She nodded and ate her food. He dipped a chunk of bread into the thick potato soup.
“I would like to go over who you think will be good on staff here.”
Sabeen’s spoon fell to the table with a clatter. He looked at her to find her watching him with wide eyes. “I know nothing of such matters.”
“You must know something.”
Her gaze hardened. “Why must I?”
He didn’t understand what had upset her so. “You lived on a plantation.” The moment the words passed his lips, he knew they were the wrong thing to say.
“Lived? Is that what I did?” Her laugh was cold and harsh. “Spending each day in fear of whether or not Mr. Stanton or his wife would decide to kill me. Putting up with being raped…wait, not raped, since I was not even a person according to them. He took me, all the while telling me I should be honored for, if not for him and his parties, a man would never want me.
“Did you know women can be as cruel as men with sex? They can. I did not live in a fancy house, my lord. I slept in a shack and worked the fields until Mr. Stanton wanted to bless me with his presence. I saw my baby, ripped from me moments after he took his first breath and skewered with a bayonet because Mrs. Stanton refused to let her husband have children with anyone else. Especially a slave. She didn’t want to sell them later on; she wanted them dead. Then again, perhaps it was just me because she didn’t kill Ester and Olivia.”
She stood, her slight body trembling. “Believe me when I say I know nothing about running or staffing a house.” Sabeen walked away, abandoning her food, her footfalls silent in the wake of her revelation.
Pug sat immobile as her words sank in. Nausea churned in his gut. Yes, he’d spent his time in hell, but Colin saved him at a young age. Sabeen had spent her entire life—until the revolt—in hers.
He had so many questions. And he would get them answered. Pug kicked his chair back and strode from the room. The food not a concern anymore. He swept through his room to change and grab a bottle of Scotch along with two glasses before going to Sabeen’s room.
No noise came through the door, and he slowly opened it.
 
Sabeen shook with intense tremors as she sat huddled in the corner of the large bed, despite the thick blankets. She couldn’t say what possessed her to spill that history of hers to Pug.
Pug. Her captain. No, that wasn’t right. He wasn’t hers. He was the son of an earl and a baron with holdings.
“Sabeen?”
Part of her was shocked to hear his voice. The other part, not as much. She saw him standing by the door, illuminated by the flames flickering in her fireplace. The man there didn’t take long to locate her, and with a shove of the door—closing it—he approached. Pug didn’t speak as he put the glasses down to fill them each with a healthy portion. Exchanging bottle for the drinks, he joined her on the bed.
Sabeen took the offered glass and sipped. The burn tore down her throat, adding more tears to her eyes. The one on the bed with her was her captain again, not a baron. The clothing he’d worn on the ship covered him. The white shirt open at the neck, showing her his tanned skin and dark hair. Her breath hitched, and she forced her eyes away. With him, it never mattered she’d been witness to his shirtless body. Clothed or not, he still got a visceral reaction from her.
Pug leaned against the headboard, one knee bent as it supported his hand holding the drink.
“Why do you care so much for the children of the people who did such brutal things to you for years?”
She drank again. “For the very reason they are just children. No child is born evil; they are taught it.”
He drained his drink then slid over until he wrapped his arms around her. Sabeen had no energy or desire to struggle, even though she knew more questions would be inevitable.
“It was not just Mr. Stanton and his friends?”
Cold seeped into her bones. “Mrs. Stanton had parties, as well. Sometimes, I would go from one straight to the other.” He held her tightly, his lips on her temple.
“And your child?”
The first few fat tears fell; more followed. “I never got to hold him. Not when he was alive, anyway. Mrs. Stanton came in immediately after he had been born. Tore him from the arms of Sylvia, stared at me, and asked me if I had a name for him, my bastard child.”
“Had you chosen one?” His breath along her skin was warm.
Her throat drew tight. “Yes. I was going to call him…Stephen.”
He stiffened. “Like their son?”
Sabeen squeezed her eyes shut. “Mrs. Stanton called the overseer, John, in the small shack. He took my baby from her and lay him on the table. She looked at me, evil spilling from her gaze and said, ‘I cannot allow any child of my husband’s to survive if I did not bear them. I will not let your devil offspring survive. Kill it.’ John did. Took my baby from me and his life.”
She finished her drink, welcoming the burn this time. “The next day, I was told to get back to work, and I would be helping with births on the plantation since I had gone and gotten myself pregnant. So, I toiled in the cane fields. Mrs. Stanton wanted me there when she gave birth to Crissy. Then, when the next came, she held my gaze and smirked when she named her son Stephen.”
“That bitch.” Hatred coated his tone. “And, yet, you still love them both?”
“Children there ran free. They both spent much time in the fields with us. I wanted to believe that they would grow into better people than their parents.”
“You never told them what they were truly like, did you?”
“What purpose would that have served? It was hard enough for them to lose them and their way of life. I would not add onto that the truth of how their parents were.”
“How did you survive, Sabeen?” He wound some of her curls into his hand
“I do not know if I did. Not really. I woke up each day and did what I had to.”
“I know my words mean nothing, Sabeen, but I am so sorry for what you went through. I will endeavor to be more careful with how I put things.”
“Why?”
He set her glass away from her and unburied her from the blankets she had over her. Looking into her eyes, he stared with an intensity that shook her to the very depths of her soul.
“Because you deserve so much more than you have been given, luv.” His words were low and coated by sincerity and passion. 
She wasn’t sure if the passion was for what he said or for her. Not that it mattered.
“So much more.”
Not words she believed, but for the life of her, she couldn’t find a way to break the spell he was weaving around her. They lay on their sides, facing one another. His arm supported her head and his other played with her hair. The blanket she’d been hiding in now lay over them both. It was hard to see his eyes for his broad back blocked a lot of the light from the fire. 
“How is it that you can look so delicate and yet have this spine and will of steel?”
“You survived, did you not?” she countered with her own question.
“I did, but I was not in hell such as you were.”
“Life is what we make it, my lord.”
“Pug.”
She blinked. “Pug.”
His fingertips teased the nape of her neck, inching her closer to him and those lips of his. Her hands connected with his torso, the linen of his shirt beneath her palms.
“The sound of my name from your lips, Sabeen. I want to kiss you.” More fleeting touches. “I will not violate your trust, though. I can never give you back what you have lost, but I will never force myself on you. And, I swear to you, I will kill any who try.”
She dragged her fingers along the grommeted lacing over his chest. “You are a man like no other I have met before, Pug.”
He released her hair and captured the hand on his shirt, bringing it to his mouth for a light brush of his lips. “I am a gentleman.”
She smiled, grateful to move beyond the painful memories she had no wish to relive. “When it suits you.”
“Aye, when it suits me.”
Her belly tightened when he nipped the tip of her finger. When he sucked it into his wet mouth, her gut flipped. Not with fear but anticipation. Yes, what had happened to her had been horrific, but this man, since he’d met her, had never done anything to make her think he was anything like those before.
“And now?” Her question was breathy as she struggled to not gulp the air around her.
“Feeling more like a pirate with each passing second.” He never once took his gaze from hers. Held it and carved his name on another piece of her heart and soul.
“A pirate?”
“Aye.” He reached out and tugged on the curls in his hand, and she swayed closer.
Pug’s lips were right there. So close and such a temptation. She held her position. The touches on her neck were distracting, and yet, the pull of his gaze so much more powerful. She couldn’t look away even if she wished to.
“Sabeen?”
“Aye, Pug?”
His lips kicked up into a smile at her use of his name. “Why did you come with me?”
“You had done so much for us, I wanted to repay you.”
The sound of her hair sliding through his fingers was seductive in nature. His head angled slightly as he inched closer still.
“That your only reasoning?”
“I wanted to come with you.”
“And, I want you here with me.”
He released her hair to touch his fingertips to her face. Pug traced her eyebrows, brushed over her eyelids then down the bridge of her nose. She opened her eyes again, only to find his gaze tracked his touch. It never wavered as he caressed her cheeks, chin, and finally, her lips. Even with the rattle and shaking of the window, his attention wasn’t yanked from her.
They’d formulated their own little world lying there in the bed, sharing the blankets. His large body, positioned between her and the door, shared more warmth with her. For the first time in her life, Sabeen wondered if this was what being in love was like.
He left his fingers on her lips. The light was so low she couldn’t make out where he was staring anymore. When his lips replaced his fingers, it no longer mattered.
His kiss overtook her, regardless of how gentle he was. He feathered light touches upon her parted lips, drew on her lower on then sank his tongue inside to meet and dance with hers. The rough calluses on his hand bit her skin as he held her face.
The kiss continued, deepening. Sabeen’s eyes drifted closed, her whimpers being absorbed by the man kissing her. This experience was something she knew, without a doubt, she could get used to. Quite easily. She drifted to sleep content and secure in his arms.
At one part of the night, she woke, uncertain, only to be soothed by the smooth, deep voice and tender touches of the man who’d captured more than the ship that brought her here.



 
Chapter Twelve
 
“Heave, men!” Pug strained against the pull of the rope as they lifted the large beam. The other four on the ropes did as he’d ordered. The howling wind tore by them, rocking the section of wood they were attempting to haul up to the roof.
David pulled on the rope he held, drawing the item nearer to him. Pug watched him wobble and nearly fall before he righted himself. Another hurried to help him, a younger man named Anthony.
The wind increased, and Pug braced himself, simultaneously tightening his grip. Two of those on the ground with him lost their balance and the strain on his arms increased.
“Get back on your ropes!”
They scrambled up. As if the Lord had decided there weren’t enough obstacles for them to complete this project, He brought the rain. The sky opened, and water streamed forth. Instantly soaked, Pug shook his head, sending the drops flying. Not that it did him any good, for, seconds later, they were replaced.
“Lash them down!” He automatically pitched his voice to carry over the weather.
The moment he could release the ropes, he did and ran for the ladder, scurrying up it as he would his ships mast. He moved the young lad up there trying his best and took over.
They finished the roof, cutting off the water entering the cottage. As he stood,  lightning pierced the sky. David and Anthony made haste for the ladder. Pug grabbed the rope used to haul the materials up, wrapped his hand in it and, reaching over his head, used his ever-present blade to sever it at the knot. All as he jumped. The ropes slid through the pulleys, his body a counterweight, carrying him to the ground.
“My lord, you should come in and wait out the storm,” David hollered over the raging wind and rain.
He wanted to get back to Sabeen. David insisted, and Pug found himself in the cottage, the others having made for their own homes.
“A drying cloth, my lord.”
“Captain, David.”
“Anthony,” David called out. “Bring me some more towels.”
The lad he’d moved out of the way came bustling into view, carrying more linens.
“Forgive us, Captain. ‘Tis just the two of us.”
“Nothing to forgive. Thank you for allowing me respite in your home.”
David wiped off his own face. “After all you have done for us, it is an honor.”
“Were you scared coming down the way you did?”Anthony burst out.
“Anthony!” David admonished.
“My lord,” the boy added on.
“Call me Captain. And no, I was not.” He ran the towel over his face and hair, not at all minding the coarseness. Thunder clapped overhead. “I should be on my way.”
“The weather?”
“Is not likely to stop for a while. I am already wet; I cannot get much more so. I will see you later, David.” He nodded at the boy. “Good day.”
“Thank you again, Captain,” David called out as Pug stepped back into the rainy afternoon.
He stood there for a moment, face lifted to the storm. Cold water lashed him but he never winced or turned away. This was life on a ship; the only thing missing was the jumping wheel beneath his hands and the rolling and pitching of her beneath him. Pug struck out for his house.
Even he had to admit he was grateful to see it come into view. This rain was icy cold, and he didn’t want to be out in it any longer.
The weather wasn’t his only reason for wanting to hurry back. There was another reason, which trumped everything else. Sabeen. That time spent in her bed three nights ago had been something he couldn’t get out of his head. Not that he wanted to. He longed to take it further, but he hadn’t lied when he said he wouldn’t push her.
He wasn’t a fool; he could see, at times, her old fears rose up. Not that they overtook her, but they lingered close to the surface, and he didn’t want them anywhere present between them when he finally got to make love to her. Waiting was hell, but she was worth it.
He went in through the back, the kitchen’s warmth cutting through the chill that had sunk into his bones. Bread sat on the counter, and he swiped a chunk as he headed up the servants’ stairs to his room.
He shook his head when he found the fire burning, spreading its warmth through his room. Stripping off his sodden clothes, he stood near the blaze. Once he figured he was warm enough to move about, he stepped in the dressing room to search for something dry to wear for the evening.
He pulled out a pair of black leather breeches, like he would wear on the ship, and tossed them to the chaise in there. Never understood the point of having one in here. What man lounges while dressing? He figured it had a purpose but, for the life of him, he hadn’t a clue as to what that would be.
Even so, he sat on the end in his leather and reached for his shirt. Dressing didn’t take much of his time, and he reached for his boots. 
Pug hung his wet clothes over the grate before the fire to dry. A final tousle with the towel over his head before it, too, joined the other items on the improvised drying rack.
He walked down the stairs, pausing halfway when he stood on the landing. Hands on the balustrade, he stared around him. His. All of this was his.
The shadow alerted him to Sabeen’s approach. She didn’t make noise when she walked, just was suddenly there. Pug continued down to the first floor.
She gave him a brief nod as he fell into step with her. “How did today go?”
“Well enough.” 
He stepped around her, placing his hands on either side of her head, and blocked her in against the wall. “What does that mean?”
Lord help him, her scent filtered into him, winding her spell tighter about him.
Her gaze fluctuated from his mouth to his eyes. “You seem to forget I do not speak in riddles. I meant what I said. It was well enough.”
He bent his arms, moving closer. “You, luv, are a temptation like—“
She glanced to the left. “I believe your staff would like a word with you.” Calm. Unruffled.
Damn. He forgot he now had a staff. Pug angled his head to find Mrs. Tanner, Melinda, and Roger Hayclyfe standing there. Behind them stood Roger’s boy, Roger Jr., called RJ for short.
Sabeen ducked under his arm and walked off without a look back. I will wipe that calm look off your face, luv. Just wait. When he could no longer see her, he exhaled hard and faced his new housekeeper, maid, butler, and footman.
“What can I do for you?”
Mrs. Tanner stepped forward. “I have made a list for you, my lord, to approve for this week’s meals.” She offered the sheet of paper.
He took it and stared at the others. “Something to say?”
“No, milord.” Roger may have been the one who spoke, but they all shook their heads.
“You have rooms here, your decision if you stay here or go home at night. I need a stable hand. RJ, do you know where I can find someone who may want that position?”
“Yes, milord. I know someone.”
“Perfect. I want them here tomorrow morning. Anything else?”
“No, my lord. Would you like me to serve the meal now?”
He thought about the bread he’d taken to his room and promptly forgot about it. “Mrs. Tanner, my dear. Please remember I am used to life on a ship. If you cook for me, that is enough. I can serve myself.”
Her brow wrinkled as she shook her head. “My lord, that is not proper.”
He winked at her and leaned in to kiss her cheek. “Mrs. Tanner, your job will never end if you try to school me on that which is proper.”
Her blue eyes twinkled. “You are a baron, my lord. Being proper is important. Soon enough, there will be eligible women coming here to see about marriage. And, until you take a wife, it will be my job to remind you.”
“Marriage?” He shook his head, deliberately ignoring Sabeen’s mental image. “Mrs. Tanner, are you asking for my hand?”
“Behave,” she scolded, blushing to the roots of her hair.
“I cannot help it. I am incorrigible. Or so my mother tells me.”
“I can see that, my lord.”
He walked off with a chuckle. Flirting was as natural to him as breathing. In the kitchen, he frowned when there was no sight of Sabeen. He grabbed a platter, wielded his knife to cut a chunk of bread and one of cheese before he made his way upstairs to her room.
The hallway was lit with soft light, and he looked at the pictures along the walls. Not people he recognized, except one. There was one of him as a little boy. The man and woman with him, however, didn’t call forth any memories for him. One of the problems he had with the painting was the lack of joy in anyone’s face.
In Falcon Crest, there was a portrait of his parents, Alex, Eva, and him. The love in that one could be experienced even if you were just a casual observer.
He turned the knob on Sabeen’s door and let himself in. Only after he shut it behind him did he realize he’d not knocked.
“Sabeen?”
“Aye, Cap’n?”
He looked around but couldn’t see her. “Where are you?”
She popped out from behind the bed, pushing up from the floor. “Here.” She ran a critical gaze of him. “Did you need something?”
He held up the salver. “You did not eat.”
“Are you sure?” She walked around the bed, bare feet padding silently across the thick rugs on the floor.
He neared her and held out the food. “Fine, you did not eat with me.”
Her smile was fleeting. He noticed her staring out the window, as if she could see past the rivulets of water running down it.
“What is the matter?”
She walked to the fire, added another piece of wood, and sat before it. “I was thinking of the kids. Wondering how they were doing.”
He joined her, placing the food between them. “Jon, Olivia, and Ester? Or Crissy and Stephen?”
“All of them.”
“Are you saying you want to leave?”
“I am saying I wonder how they are doing.”
He reached out and toyed with some of her curls. Her hair was so soft, and he had wet dreams of this hair, how it would feel all over him. Sabeen watched him, her eyes full of calm acceptance. 
“Do you know what I want, Sabeen?”
“What is that, Cap’n?” She didn’t pull from his touch.
He smacked the dish away and pushed toward her, dwarfing her with his larger body. Pug followed her back until she lay on the rug before the fire. Stopping with his lips lightly brushing over hers, he stared at her.
“Everything.”
He kissed her.
 
Ever since she spent the night being held in his embrace, Sabeen had wanted nothing more than to get back into his arms. She instantly shut down the voice from the back of her head that screamed in warning. This wasn’t what she’d experienced in the past. This was different. This was Pug.
He sank one hand into her curls so her head rested upon it and lowered more of his weight upon her. The flare of panic faded as he kept his kiss gentle. His taste was something she didn’t even know how to begin to explain. It was just…him. Perfect to her.
While Pug’s left hand was wrapped in her hair, he moved his right down her side. She trembled.
“Trust me, Sabeen,” he whispered against her mouth.
She did. Wrapping her arms around his neck, she pressed up, eager to have more of him. For a while, he kept them like that, just kissing her. Nibbling on her lips, nipping at her tongue. 
When his fingers touched her skin, she jerked, and he, again, held still. Then, he moved his touch along the curve of her hip and up the tuck of her waist. Pug drew back and dropped a quick kiss to the tip of her nose.
“Wait here.”
He jumped up, and she turned her head to follow him as he went to the bed. The blanket fell from the bed with one jerk of his arm. He reached out and helped her up before he spread out the thick coverlet upon the floor.
Pug curved a hand around her waist and hauled her close to him. “You want me to stop at any time, Sabeen, say the word.”
That right there, his offer, was the final hurdle for her trust. She laid her palm upon his cheek, unsure how to convey her emotions in words. He guided her back to the floor again, covering her with his hard body. Not that she minded.
He removed her clothing, one article at a time until she lay there completely naked. She wanted to cover up, but she’d been taught not to move. Her anger at her own fearful memories swarmed her.
Pug gave a small shake of his head and pressed light kisses along her mouth. “Slowly, luv. We are going to do this slowly.” His hand settled along her side, fingers fanning out to stroke the side of her ass.
Her gut clenched and not in a bad way. Not all the men had been rough, but it still hadn’t ever been her choice. This was. She wanted this. Correction, she wanted Pug.
He blazed a trail with his lips down her chin, neck, and on to the tops of her breasts. They drew tight, but he ignored them, going back up to kiss the scarred skin on her shoulders, from where the whip had come up over her back.
Words she couldn’t understand fell from his lips. She didn’t care. He didn’t leave one single section of her skin untouched with those sensual soft kisses he pressed upon her.
The ends of his hair brushed along her heated skin as he moved. Hovering over her breasts, he looked up at her. Holding her gaze, he licked one tip.
“Oh!” she gasped.
Again and again, he did that, rasping his tongue over her until she writhed beneath him. Then, he moved to her other one and repeated his actions.
Her heart thundered so hard. Pug flicked her tip, bringing in a slight graze of teeth. She wanted to push him away—it was so much—yet, she longed to hold him even tighter to her. She shifted.
“You want to touch me, luv. Touch away.”
Taking him at his word, she reached out and pushed her hands into his thick black hair. She held him close, losing herself to what he was doing.
Down over her belly, he moved. After a quick dip into her navel, his warm breath fanned over her nether lips. She gripped his head, trying to move him away. Surely, he couldn’t possibly be thinking of putting his mouth there. She couldn’t budge him.
His tongue slid along the lips, and she trembled as pleasure rocked through her. A pull from his tongue to her slit, and she wanted to experience more. He didn’t allow it. Instead, he gazed at her, blue eyes bearing a myriad of emotion.
“Are you saying no, luv?” Her thoughts were so jumbled they proved answering impossible. Pug didn’t blink. “Answer me, Sabeen.” 
There lingered a bit of urgency when he said her name. “No,” she mumbled. “Do not stop.”
Heat flashed in his eyes. “One day,” he promised with a sexy grin, “you will be explicit when you tell me what you wish me to do to you.”
The pulsing between her legs increased. He held her gaze with his smoldering one for a sexually charged moment of time. Then, he dipped his head.
Sparks exploded as her body shattered. Her eyes rolled back. Pug lapped at her with long strokes. Steady swipes. She clutched his hair as he spread her with his fingers. Sabeen shuddered with a need she’d never experienced before.
“Ohhh.” The moan slid free as he pushed a finger inside her.
“Luv, I think you are going to kill me. So hot. Tight. Wet.” His tongue rasped along the nub. “Mine.” He captured it with his mouth and sucked on it, laying claim.
She may have believed what happened before was powerful. It had nothing on this. Her back bowed, taking him in as far as she could as she orgasmed. The warm tingling that spread throughout her stole her breath.
Pug speared her with his tongue, taking the cream that flowed from her body as he gripped her hips with his hands. The keening cry that escaped her surprised her. He didn’t move until she stopped and lay there panting, drained. Wrung out. 
Then, he kissed his way back up her body. She could feel his shaft pressing into her side as he lay beside her, gathering her close. 
“I—“
“Shhh, luv. Close your eyes. This is not about me. This experience was just for you.” His lips moved along her temple. “Mostly. I would be lying if I said I did not want to do what I did.”
“You did not find release.”
“I will survive, luv.” He reached out and flipped the blanket edge up over them before wrapping his arms around her once more.
Sabeen closed her eyes and rested her cheek against the soft linen of his shirt. She was surrounded by warmth and the scent of the one man who meant so much to her. The pleasure of her experience accompanied her into the dream world.
She woke in her bed, alone. A bit disoriented, she sat up, clutching the blanket to her chest. A fire burned, and out the window, large fat flakes fell. Snow. It was snowing. She hurried from the bed and dressed in the blue dress—her breeches needed to be washed today, and this was closest—then went to the window. The glass, cold to the touch, offered her a view unlike anything she’d seen before in her life.
The ground was completely white. The beauty of the land’s transformation shocked her. I want to go experience this snow.
I wonder if it is snowing where the children are and what they think of it.
First, however, she had to find Pug. She peered out the bedroom door. No noise came up the stairs. Glancing over her shoulder, she stared at the door between their rooms. She walked there and opened it. It was the dressing room area where his clothes would be put away.
A low grunt reached her, and she stepped forward. From the shadows, she paused at the sight of Pug lying out on the lounger, naked. His impressive cock in hand. As it had done yesterday, her body cried out for his. She wanted everything he had to offer. His shaft was long and thick, nothing like those who took her by force. Yet, she wasn’t the least bit scared.
He worked his hand up and down the length, squeezing and relaxing. Sabeen made a decision for herself. She departed the shadows. He jerked when he saw her.
Sabeen reached behind her and undid her dress so it fell to the floor and continued on to him, naked. He shook his head. She ignored his silent protest. Sabeen sank to the floor beside him and covered his hand with her own, taking over the up and down motion.
“You do not have to—“
She sucked the large head in her mouth, cutting off his words. His taste was earthy and masculine. As he wound his hand in her hair, she closed her eyes and began pleasuring him.





  
Chapter Thirteen
 
Pug wanted to die from pleasure. On the other hand, he wanted to experience more of it, so dying wasn’t really a viable option. 
Sabeen was sucking his cock, naked. He tightened his hold on her hair as his hips bucked, driving himself deeper into her wet mouth. She never slowed. Her tongue ran around the crown, skimming the underside, then she’d slide forward and take him in. Her suction increased, and she would draw back. All combined to keep him in limbo between heaven and hell.
Instead of his own hand, her touch was unlike anything he could have hoped for. He’d left her sleeping in bed, but his erection wouldn’t subside, so he had begun taking care of it when she’d stepped from the shadows, hunger in her gaze, and dropped to her knees.
She inched closer, one hand on his thigh as her other joined her mouth on his length. He longed to allow his head to loll back, but he was mesmerized by the way she looked with his shaft splitting her lips. He tugged on her hair until she met his gaze. She pushed her head down, swallowing him again then retreated, never once losing his stare. Her hand on him pumped when her lips weren’t on it, always keeping him in a state of high arousal.
His balls drew tight, and he knew he was about to release his seed. Somewhere in his mind, he knew he should warn her, pull out, do something. She had bewitched him, so he couldn’t move a muscle aside of the continual thrust of his hips. His hand fisted seconds before he filled her with his seed. She never missed a beat, just continued working her magic on him. 
Once he had finished, she released him one long lick up his cock. Swirling her tongue around the head, she dragged along the top, catching any of the seed that lingered.
“Come here,” he ordered, his voice low and rasped.
She shuffled closer to his upper body, still on her knees. He leaned forward and bent his head, capturing her mouth with his. She opened beneath his probing tongue on a sigh.
He stopped and pinched one of her nipples before he gave a jerk of his head. “Get up here.”
She stared at his rigid shaft with a bit of awe. “You are still hard.”
“Hell, yeah, I am.”
“They went soft immediately after,” she muttered as if talking to herself, reaching out to touch him again.
His cock jumped, but she retained her hold on him. “I am not them, luv. Look at me, Sabeen.” She finally did. “I am not like them, at all.”
She rose, still holding him. “I know.”
Tossing her hair, she straddled him on the lounger. He gripped her hips, so he could control the speed. He didn’t want to hurt her. She rubbed herself along his cock, and he bit the inside of his cheek, so he didn’t slam her down, burying himself within her heated core.
“Put me inside you, luv.”
She placed the large head of his cock at her entrance and began to lower herself on him. 
Sweet heavens, he was going to die. She wrapped around him like heated velvet. The slick walls tight and incredible. Gooseflesh popped up along his skin. Her eyes were darker than normal, and her full lips were parted.
He was fully inside her. He flexed his fingers along her hips, wanting to give her a moment to get used to him. Or was that himself a second. She watched him from below lowered lids.
Sabeen beckoned for his hands, still silent, and laced their fingers. Her first movement robbed him of his breath. She worked her hips, undulations and rotations. It was almost to perfect, and he stilled, tearing his grip from hers. She watched him, eyes wide with uncertainty.
Biting off his muttered curse, he cupped her face. “This is not about proving to me what you know, luv. This is about us. Not them. Not anyone other than you”—he thrust up—“and me.” Another piston.
He’d caught her unawares and took advantage, rolling them so she was on the bottom. Skimming his hand down her leg, he hoisted it so it was along his hip. He positioned his right arm below her shoulder, settling his hand along the nape of her neck. He kept his left hand upon her upper thigh, holding her tight. Eyes locked, he began to move. Back and forth. In and out. He watched her eyes darken further before little gasping pants escaped her.
“So beautiful,” he said in a low tone. He moved her leg so her knee was on his shoulder.
“Oh!” she gasped, body writhing beneath his touch. Her slit wet and welcoming. “I never…I did not know…”
“Stay with me, luv.” Her fluttering eyelids popped back open. “Good girl.”
Pug took his time and made sure she came numerous times before he allowed himself his release. The walls of her pussy quivered around him as she cried to the room. Her nails tore at the skin on his back. At the last moment, he withdrew and spilled his seed on her belly, body shuddering with exhaustion.
Lowering his head, he kissed her. “Stay here.” He slipped away and got a wet cloth to clean her with. She began to protest, but he silenced her with a look.
Only when she was clean did he let her up from the chaise. He took care of himself while she pulled on her dress. “Sabeen?”
She ducked her head and slipped out before saying another word. Since he was naked, he wasn’t about to go chase her down. Not this time, anyway. He threw his clothing on and hurried down the stairs once he determined she was not in her room.
“Morning, my lord.”
“Mrs. Tanner. Have you seen Sabeen?”
“I believe she went out, my lord. I tried to tell her she would be better served to stay in from the cold, but she wanted to go out.”
“This is her first time seeing snow,” he explained, drawing on his own coat.
Understanding filled the older woman’s features. She’d settled into her role of housekeeper with ease. Also being almost motherly to him and Sabeen both.
He opened the door and stepped out. The frigid air had him inhaling sharply. He turned up the collar of his wool coat then pulled on his gloves. She could not ‘ave gone far. Still, he wasn’t comfortable with her being out here alone, especially with someone taking shots.
He walked around the back of his home and found her standing there, coat drawn tight about her slender frame. She had her head up as the flakes fell from gray skies. They fell so fast her hair was gracefully dotted by flecks of white.
“What do you think?” he asked, coming to a halt beside her.
“Everything looks so different with it. Like a blanket covering the bad and leaving only beauty.”
The awe in her voice humbled him. To him, snow had always been a burden, but seeing how she experienced it her first time was special.
“Take care you do not forget how long you are in it. I have seen men lose hands and feet from this.” He crossed his arms. “Frostbite.”
“How long would I have to be out to get this frostbite?”
“A long while so long as you wear the proper clothing.”
She stepped away from him and faced him. “Is this acceptable?”
He stared down at her. Her blue dress brushed the ground, the hem a bit darker courtesy of the snow’s wetness. A black coat stopped around her knees, and she had her hands shoved in her pockets.
Pug reached out and tipped up her chin. Uncaring of whom may be observing them, he bent forward and brushed their lips together. “Yes.”
She lowered her head and pulled away. “You should not be doing that, Cap’n. It is not seemly for the lord to be dallying with the help.” A shrug. “At least not where others can see.”
He recaptured her chin. “One, you are not the help. Two, I do not care if I am the lord of this or the damn king of England, if I want to kiss you, I will.” Another kiss. “There is only one thing that can stop me.”
“What would that be?”
“You telling me to stop.”
Her eyes widened before she stepped back. “Do not be crazy. You have to have the respect of your workers.”
He reached out and tucked some hair behind her ear. “I do not give a damn how they view me. As long as they follow orders, I am fine. If they were men on my ship, that would be different.”
“How so?”
He stepped to her side and slipped her arm through his. Together, they walked toward the stables. “I trust those men to fight at my back. To defend me as I will them.” He covered her hand. 
“Have you had men you do not trust?”
“On my ship, yes. As part of my crew, no.”
“How do you know who you can trust?”
“I suppose it is something, a skill if you will, I have learned over the years. In my line of work, being able to trust those around you is the most important thing.”
She harrumphed. 
“What?”
“I did not know being a privateer was such a dangerous undertaking.”
He smiled, glad she was joking with him. “Well, it is. We may come across some pirates.”
“More like come across some privateers as pirates.”
“That, too,” he whispered conspiratorially. 
“So, where is your ship now?”
“They are home.”
“Home?”
“Aye, my pirate princess, home. We have an island.”
“An island?” She glanced up at him, wonderment in her expression.
“In warm weather.”
“Sounds divine. And, that is where they toss up the skirts?”
“Some of the men have wives and families, actually.”
“Mr. Krill?”
A shaft of jealousy pierced him, and he struggled not to demand she never mention his name again. “No, he is unwed.”
“How did a man of the desert come to serve aboard your ship?”
He nodded at the stable hand, Toby. “We were in Africa, getting supplies in port, and I ran into him.”
“That easy?”
He shrugged and filled in a bit more. “He was running away from something, I never asked. I gave him passage. He showed he had a knack for the seas and learned quickly. Worked his way up to be my first mate in no time.”
“And, the others had no problem with that?”
He patted his gelding and leaned against the stall door, grateful to be out of the cold air for a bit. Sabeen wasn’t the only one who missed the warmth of the islands. “We are a group of misfits who work well together. We care about what a man can do, not what he looks like.”
“Just men?”
He regarded her, wondering where she was going with her questions. “Just men what?”
“I am wondering if you afford the women you meet the same.” She coughed into her hand. “Once, of course, you are done tossing up their skirts.”
“Most of the women who board my ship are good for naught but skirt tossing.” He tapped the tip of her nose with his gloved finger. “Most. Come, you need to get out of the cold.” He gestured for her to lead the way.
They walked through the door, and he paused. “I will catch up.” Stepping back in the stable, he looked for his stable hand. He was cleaning out a stall.
“Need a ‘orse readied, my lord?”
“No. I was making sure you had everything you needed.”
Toby leaned on the pitchfork. “My lord?”
Pug knew he was confused. He knew most of the aristocracy didn’t check on their servants. He also knew his upbringing was much different. “Wood for heat. Warm clothes? Blankets?”
“Yes, my lord. Mr. Hayclyfe sees to it.”
“Very good. You need anything, come ask.”
“Yes, my lord.”
Upon exiting the stable, Pug growled low in his throat. Some stranger on horseback had a grip on Sabeen’s arm. The scowl on the man’s face was an angry one. Sabeen had her head lowered in deference, but he swore he saw the pain.
Clenching his hands briefly into fists, he strode in that direction. Pure rage pumped through him. Pug ignored the man’s look at his arrival. The chestnut carrying him snorted; Pug didn’t slow.
“Release her!” he demanded, capturing the wrist of the hand holding Sabeen, ripping him off her then from the horse to land heavily on the frozen unforgiving ground. “Go inside.”
Sabeen didn’t look at him, and he reached for her. “Aye, milord.” She kept her head averted from him. He captured her by the back of her coat, reeling her to him.
“Are you all right?”
“Yes.” Still no eye contact, and her voice was subdued. Submissive. He didn’t approve. “Fine, milord.”
He turned so he could see her face. If his anger had been strong before, now, it was tearing through him with the force of an ocean squall.
“He did this to you?” The words flowed from his mouth drenched in danger. She ducked her head. Her lack of response didn’t matter; he knew the truth.
He wheeled back around to discover the man pushing up from the ground. That wouldn’t do. Drawing back, Pug caught him in the jaw. This time, however, he followed the man down to the ground. Fists flying, he struck him again. And again.
“My lord!”
David’s voice penetrated his haze of anger, the hands on his shoulders pulling him back.
“My lord, please.”
David assisted him up while RJ did the same to the beaten man.
“Is that how all are greeted here?” The man jerked away from RJ then slapped his top hat back on his head.
“When you strike a woman, yes.” Especially when she is my woman.
“Who said I struck her?” he said condescendingly. “You asked; she did not speak.”
“She was not bleeding when she left me in the stable.”
A leer filled the weasel-like features. “I had a dark woman once; she fought the whole time I took her. It was…enjoyable.”
Pug wanted to kill him. “You lay a hand on her again, for any reason, and I will separate your head from your body.” He stepped closer. “Any of my staff.”
“No need to challenge me to a duel; they are outlawed now, you know. Plus, I have no second with me.”
Pug narrowed his gaze. “I never said anything about challenging you to a duel. I will just cut your head off. Now, who are you, and what do you want?”
He blanched beneath his pale skin. “I am the third son of Baron Hampton, Phillip Lyon. I am looking for Baron York. I am sure he will want to see how you are treating the betters who come here.”
Pug crossed his arms. “You found him.”
Could someone blanche even further? Must be possible for Phillip Lyon looked like death.
 
“What happened, dearie?” Mrs. Tanner burst into her room. 
Sabeen had entered the home through the back, seeking her room and avoiding everyone. Apparently, it hadn’t worked as she’d planned.
“You are bleeding. Melinda, bring some hot water.”
“I am fine,” she protested. “Cold water will suffice.”
“I disagree. There are marks on your neck. Has Lord York seen this?”
She hunched her shoulders. “No. He does not need to know.”
“I think he does.” Mrs. Tanner frowned. “This is not something he would want kept from him.”
“He has enough to deal with.” Sabeen did something uncommon for her. Asked for help. “Please, say nothing to him about this.”
Mrs. Tanner’s frown deepened. Melinda brought the water, and Mrs. Tanner took away her cold rag and dropped it in the hot water. She wrung it out and put it to Sabeen’s mouth.
“Hold that there.”
Sabeen did as ordered. Melinda left the room, her eyes lingering upon her injuries. Turning back to the window, Sabeen stared out over the land, pressing the heated cloth to her injury. The initial sting had since faded. Her unease, however, had grown.
“I must get back to the kitchen. I will send Melinda up with some tea.” Mrs. Tanner pattered her hand and walked out, closing the door behind her.
Shudders racked Sabeen’s body as her tears, which had been threatening, spilled free. It had been a while since she’d been grabbed and hit. The cold had made it all the more powerful in her estimation. Or she’d just lost her tolerance for it. She left the window seat, making her way to the mirror.
Tilting her head from side to side, she stared at the obvious fingerprint bruising on the right side of her neck. She readjusted the fall of her hair to hide them.
“Works perfectly except I have to braid my hair.” A knock on her door. “Come.”
Melinda entered with a tray of tea in hand. She set it upon the table and poured a cup, fixing it how Sabeen enjoyed it. Not that she was picky.
“Can you braid hair, Melinda?”
The girl nodded and offered the warm drink.
After taking a sip, she curled a hand around the cup, seeking the warmth. “Could you be bothered to do mine? So the braid hangs down the right shoulder?”
Melinda nodded and walked toward her. Sabeen handed her the brush before retaking a seat in the window, where the most light was. She slid forward to give Melinda more room. It was odd for her to have someone brush her hair, but she enjoyed it. Melinda worked her hair with firm but gentle strokes.
“Can I ask you something, Melinda?” She saw her nod in the window’s reflection. “Did you know the last Baron York?”
She shook her head and tied off the braid with a ribbon. Sabeen touched it, pleased it rested against that which she longed to hide from Pug.
“Thank you, Melinda. For braiding my hair and for the tea.”
A small smile and nod before the silent woman vanished. Sabeen sipped her tea and thought about how her life had changed. From being a slave on a sugar cane plantation to coming to England. She thought about the money she had earned on the voyage over. What could she accomplish with her amount? It wasn’t great, by any means, but it was a start.
“Are you all right?”
She gazed away from the window into the determined and angry eyes of Pug as he strode across the floor of her room. He moved with purpose. Dangerous purpose. Fluid and powerful, he was a sight to behold. Nothing could touch him when he stood on the deck of his ship, but she had to admit, here, he looked good, as well. His voice was deep and graveled. 
He sat next to her on the cushion. “Look at me, Sabeen.”
She met his gaze slowly, ensuring the braid didn’t dislodge. He reached out and touched the corner of her mouth where that man had struck her. She didn’t pull away or flinch, just sat there, staring at him.
“What happened?”
“He asked me a question, and I did not provide an answer fast enough.”
Thunderheads brewed in his gaze. “So, he hit you.”
“People of his station believe it is an acceptable act.”
A grumble filled the room. “Listen to me, Sabeen. No one, man, woman, or child has the right to hit you because they feel you beneath them.”
“I cannot say that aloud. I may not be on that island anymore, but I know how your world is run. I would still be punished.”
“Luv, this is not my world. You saw me in my world. And, I do not give a damn where you are. Fight.”
“Says the man who has an earl for a father and is a baron.” She shook her head. “’Tis just a scratch, Cap’n. I have endured worse.”
She looked back out the window, needing a break from his intense stare.
“Would I could take away your pain, luv.” 
His words were low, and she almost missed them. Almost. She didn’t stir, not even when he moved behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist.
“I should go be helpful.”
“You are, luv, right here. You are being helpful to me.”
“Cap’n, you know this is not right.”
He muttered under his breath and stood. “Fine, meet me in my study. I have something I wish to discuss with you.” Without a look back, he strode from her room.
Sabeen knew she was in over her head. This man could take away all her sensibilities with little more than a simple glance. She pushed to her feet, checked the mirror to ensure the braid still covered the marks—they would fade in time—then headed to the door. 
She didn’t rush down to his study, but walked slowly, trying desperately to find the iron she used to have surrounding her. Protecting her. Supporting her. Something this man did away with the moment he looked at her, touched her in the most innocent of ways, or smiled at her.
RJ stood near the door as she walked past to Pug’s study. She knocked on the door.
“Come.”
She opened it and stepped inside. This room had been restored as well; the workers he’d hired had done wonders in a short time. The large desk gleamed, and a fire burned, offering its warmth to the room. The thick carpet beneath her feet had been cleaned. She could see his decanter on the sideboard for the crystal flickered in the firelight. His room was well lit, and behind him, at the windows with their heavy coverings to keep out the cold drawn back, she could see more snow as it continued to fall. Thickening upon the ground, branches, and everything it could touch.
“You wanted to see me, Cap’n?”
“Shut the door, Sabeen.”
She did and made her way to stand before his desk. He lounged in the chair, legs stretched out indolently before him, the black material hugging his muscles. On the armrest of the leather seat sat a tumbler filled with dark amber liquid. He wasn’t drinking it but tapping his index finger along the rim.
“Sit down,” he said, following up the command with a gesture of his chin.
She perched on the edge of the chair and waited.
“How long did you plan on keeping this up?”
Confusion swamped her. “Cap’n?”
He sat forward, gaze sharp and assessing. “You have no idea what I am talking about, do you?”
“No.” Had he figured out about the marks on her throat? Had Mrs. Tanner divulged it to him?
“About not discussing what happened between us. In your room and in the dressing room.”
Oh, that. Heat flushed through her, and she tried desperately to slow the pounding of her heart. “I did not think we needed to discuss it.”
He leaned back, swirling the liquid. “Why is that?”
She was perplexed, honestly. “Why would we? Surely, you have tupped a woman then let the subject drop, never to mention it again.”
His brows converged as he watched her closely. “You seem to be forgetting something again, luv.” He drained his drink in one swallow.
“And, that would be?”
Pug set his now empty crystal on the edge of the desk and leaned forward, resting his arms on the wood surface. “You are not just any woman.”
Truly, what did one say to that?





  
Chapter Fourteen
 
Pug reclined back and observed Sabeen, contemplating her reaction to his comment. She appeared baffled. Completely. Like his words hadn’t even been an option in her mind.
She sat there, quietly, blinking as she worked it out in her head. He knew when the meaning fully sank in for her eyes widened for the barest of seconds. She was exceptional at hiding her true emotions.
He could go for another drink. “Do you get what I am saying, luv?”
“You wish me to be available for you whenever you want a woman.”
He narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “Not like that, hell, no. I want you but only because I know you want me. This is not about me taking you because I want to. This is about us, finding mutual pleasure with one another. And as to why? Because it makes us happy to do such a thing.”
“So, you wish for me to be a courtesan? Is that not the same thing with just a different title?”
He exploded out of the chair, nearly vaulting the desk. Reining himself back in with the very little control he had remaining, he perched on the edge, facing her. “No, that is not the same, nor is it what I want from you.” He raked a hand through his hair. “Christ, luv, I thought we had gone past this already. Is that how you view me still? Even now?”
“No.” Her response fell so quickly, he knew it was the truth.
“But, you still do not want a thing with me.”
She chewed on the corner of her lower lip, and he waited, disliking the unease filling him. 
“May I ask you something?”
“Yes. Ask me whatever you want.”
“Why are you persisting in this? You are a baron now and need to be—“
“Stop, luv. Do not say such things to me. I told you, it matters not who I am. I want who I want.”
She lowered her gaze. “I am only trying to do what is best.”
He got off the desk and sank to his knees before her, nudging her chin up with two fingers. She didn’t fight him, but then, she rarely did. 
“Stop worrying about everyone else and think about what you want, luv. You are allowed.” He frowned. “And, I want to hear no more of that slave talk. You are not one any longer.”
“I did not think you could do that.”
He pushed up until their lips touched. “Pirate.”
Sabeen cupped his face, amusement on her features. “You are using that word around more and more.”
“I find the longer I stay here, the more I want to be back in my old life.”
She sobered. “I know. I can see it on your face.” She pushed his hair off his forehead. “This is not where your heart flies free.”
He turned his head and pressed a kiss to her palm. “You, luv, are very insightful.”
Her smile was sad. “I must go back to work.”
He slipped his hand along her neck and held her close. “Tell me one thing first.”
“Aye, Cap’n?”
Pug took a deep breath and did everything possible to ensure his words fell without the intense fury that pushed through his body with each beat of his heart. “Did you really think you would be able to hide those bruises from me?”
To her credit, she never turned her gaze from his. “I had hoped to, yes.” 
She did not lie to me. I will not lose my temper with her. The strands of her hair brushed along his skin. He moved her braid to the side, more rage flooding him at the sight.
“Why?”
“I believe you may have killed him had you known.”
“You are damn right I would have. I would have split him from ballocks to throat. If I had not just sliced off his damn head. He had no right, none, to put his hands on you in any fashion.”
He shoved to his feet, kissed her hard, and left the room. “RJ! Get me my horse.” Pug took the stairs two at a time until he was in his room. He got his weapons and headed back down. Sabeen stood near, shaking her head at him. He could see the plea in her gaze; he ignored it.
Toby had his gelding saddled and was standing outside, the fat snowflakes dotting him and the horse.
“Thank you,” he said, vaulting up into the saddle with ease. “I will return later.” He wheeled the horse around and rode off, not once looking back.
Pug knew where to go; he’d asked the asshole where his father lived and had been told. So, he went there. He hauled on the reins, sliding to a stop before the house. A footman ran down to meet him.
“See to him,” he barked. At the door, the butler didn’t even get a chance to ask him for his card. Pug shoved right past him.
“Excuse me, sir, you cannot just barge into the baron’s house.” He sounded snooty and would have fit well in London.
“I just did, and if you do not want me to kick in every fucking door in this place, you will get Baron Hampton out here to see me.”
“I will see if he is receiving visitors.” The butler snapped his fingers, and another footman dashed off.
“You do that.” He crossed his arms and held the man’s cold gaze. Many butlers he knew could intimidate people, but this man did nothing for him.
“Who is here to see me?” A deep male voice broke the tension.
Pug turned to look at the man approaching. Tall and thin, his clothes hung off him. A hawklike nose was prominent on his face, overshadowing the small eyes.
“Who are you, sir, to be barging in my house? And at this hour?”
“Are you the father of Phillip Lyon?”
A flare of the nostrils and a heavy sigh preceded his answer. “What has he done now? We will talk in my study.” He waved him along as he pivoted around.
Pug followed, alert for any attack. The one thing he had learned well was the gentry could be just as vicious as the so-called pirates on the open seas.
The man stood beside his sideboard. “Can I pour you a drink?” He coughed. “I do not even know who you are.”
“Lord York.”
“The long-lost Baron York? What brings you here?”
“As I mentioned before, your son. And, no, thank you on the drink.”
“What did Phillip do?”
“He assaulted my woman.”
The man’s face paled even further. His hand trembled as he poured his own drink. A double.
“How is she?”
“Has a cut lip from his fist and bruises on her neck from his hand.”
“He came home saying someone attacked him.”
“I did. And had I known about the bruising on her neck, I would have killed him.”
“My son is a problem, but I have never known him to attack a woman.”
“Not one he would think would say anything anyway.”
He rang for a footman and sent for his son. “We will see.”
“What?” Phillip demanded the moment he set foot in the room.
“We have a visitor, Phillip.”
“Who?”
“Me,” Pug said, standing up and facing the son.
The man’s eyes grew wide. “You!”
“So, you did attack his woman?” Baron Hampton sounded so disappointed.
“I did not. I hit a slave.”
Anger surged up again, and Pug took a step toward him. The man paled and stepped back.
“She is not a slave. Not that it makes any difference. She is mine. And, you not only hit her but choked her. Yes, I saw the bruises.”
Phillip’s gaze darted from left to right. Then, he stared at his father, eyes wide and begging.
“You will accept whatever he does, Phillip. I have told you repeatedly to behave yourself, but you refuse to listen. Now, you will reap what you have sown. I will no longer protect you nor pay more of your debts.”
Pug moved toward Phillip, pleased to see him shrink back. “You owe her your life; she does not wish me to kill you. Had I my way, I would be standing on your head right now, wiping your blood from my cutlass. Do not ever show your face on my lands again. If you do, you will be killed on the spot. If you are in the village, be careful how you treat people. If they are one of mine and I hear you were rude to them, I will come after you. Do I make myself clear?”
His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed and nodded. “Yes.”
Pug stepped by him. “Good. Just one more thing.”
“What would that be?”
Pug spun back to face him. He blinked once and punched him. Delivered a right cross to his jaw, knocking him off his feet to fall unconscious to the floor. “That.” He walked out without another word.
* * * *
Sabeen stood in the kitchen, cleaning dishes. Mrs. Tanner had the evening food cooking and was taking multiple opportunities to scold Sabeen for helping.
“You should not be in here working,” Mrs. Tanner said again.
“I am used to working, Mrs. Tanner.”
“I do not believe His Lordship wants you to be in here scrubbing pots and pans.”
“His Lordship can take that up with me then.” She couldn’t forget the murderous look in his gaze as he’d left the house. “When he returns.”
The housekeeper muttered low under her breath. Sabeen knew she wanted to argue more, but they were not sure of what her status was. She wasn’t the mistress of the place, yet she wasn’t a servant either. 
She dug her hands back in the hot water, wishing he’d never seen the marks on her neck. He wouldn’t have if her skin had been out in the island sun and darker. What if he got himself killed? It would be on her.
She pushed hard with the scrubber and worked out the grease. He hadn’t returned when the dishes were finished and the food ready. She ate with Mrs. Tanner and the rest of the small staff.
Then, she retired to the library and allowed RJ to build her a fire. “Thank you,” she said as he walked out. He closed the door behind him, and she looked around at all the books. Reading had been a struggle for her. She had learned in the small cabin she lived in, struggling with the letters and sounds. Occasionally, she would be in the main house, and with the kids while they would read, she would practice as well. A few of those who lived in the house would slip her a handwritten copy of the books so she could continue to practice. Both her reading and writing. She could do both now, and that made her extremely proud.
But to be here, seeing all these leather bound books, was awe-inspiring. For a few moments, she just walked around the circumference of the room, dragging her fingertips along the spines, eyes closed, as they spoke to her. She watched the light flicker off the gold embossing on the spines.
Where to start? So many choices and decisions to make. As she looked, she realized how unorganized everything was. This was something she could fix. So she began pulling the books down and piling them on available surfaces. Chairs, desk, settees, and even the floor.
The shelves were all clean as were the books, so she just started to organize them by not only just author but also subject. Her immense collection off the shelves began to take shape. As she sat, working through the poetry pile, trying to put them in order, the door swung open.
She glanced up to find Pug standing there. Sabeen immediately got to her feet, running her gaze over him. “You seem unharmed, Cap’n.”
His blue eyes twinkled in the light. “And, you seem busy, luv. What are you doing?”
“Making a semblance of order to these books.”
He shrugged out of his coat and handed it to Roger, who stood behind him. “Leave us, Roger. Send in something warm to drink and some food.”
“Yes, my lord.” The man left, carrying the sodden coat.
How did someone look so good? His black breeches were snug around powerful legs, and his shirt left nothing to her imagination, even though she didn’t need it, for she knew exactly how he appeared shirtless. And naked. Her gaze dipped to his groin, and she bit back a whimper. 
“Keep looking at me like that, luv, and Melinda will get an eyeful when she brings the food.”
She tore her attention away and focused on his face. The harsh planes softened slightly by the golden light of the fire and lamps.
He strode toward her, stepping easily around her piles. When he stopped, his cock was right there, but he bent down, tipped up her head, and kissed her. “What can I do to help?” he asked after the brief and intense exchange.
“I have them in piles according to subject. Then, within that, they are alphabetized by author. I started over there with archeology.”
“So, you want me to put them back?”
“You do not have to. I made the mess; I will clean it all up.”
His deep chuckle eased her mind. “I do not mind.” He picked up the first stack and carried it to the shelf. “You are looking like a child who was caught doing something they should not have been doing.”
She stared at the names on the spines in her hands. Lord Byron, John Keats and the Shelleys, both Mary Shelley and her husband Percy Bysshe Shelley. “I had not realized, until I pulled them all down and was into it, you may not have wanted me to mess with how it had been.”
He came back and scanned the piles for the next ones to go up. “I am happy you are finding something to do other than scrub pots.” The books in her hands wobbled. “Yes, I know about that. You do know you are not needed to do that?”
“I feel I should be doing something, Cap’n. I do not like sitting around while they work. It is unseemly.”
“Then, do stuff like this. Although, I would hope you would ask for help from now on with items on the top shelf instead of climbing it, like I assume you did.”
She flushed. He had the right of it. She had. Scampered up it like she’d done the masts on his ship.
He laughed again, shaking his head. “I figured as much. No more of that.”
“Aye, Cap’n.”
Melinda knocked and entered when he called out for her to do so. “Thank you, Melinda. Set it wherever you can find a place. The footstool should be fine. We will serve ourselves.”
She curtsied and left. They worked for a while longer until he called a halt.
“I am hungry. Come eat.”
“If you are hungry, Cap’n, you should eat.”
“Did you even partake in dinner?”
“I ate with the staff.”
“Now,” he said, gesturing her to the footstool by the fire, “you will eat with me.”
“Aye, Cap’n.”
More soup and bread. She didn’t mind. She’d not eaten that much earlier, plus the soup helped warm her. She sat cross-legged on the floor and held her bowl as she ate. Pug was beside her, doing the same thing.
“Are you going to ask?”
She swallowed her bread. “Ask what, Cap’n?”
“If I killed him or not.”
“No, I prefer to imagine you did not.”
“He deserved it.”
She shrugged, unsure how to respond to that. Yes, Pug liked her to talk freely, but some things were harder to forget than others. And, openly speaking of killing a white man was one she’d learned was not to be approved of. Not to mention punished.
“He will not be back to bother you again.”
“I know,” she said.
“How did you know this?”
“You protect what is yours, Cap’n. I have seen this since meeting you.”
He set his bowl down on the serving tray, cracked his neck, and leaned back to the settee behind him. Pug reached out to her and tugged on the end of her braid. “You know what you just admitted to me, luv?”
She pursed her lips, confused. “You are protective?”
His smile was an invitation to sin in the most decadent of ways. She knew why those women didn’t complain when he tossed their skirts up over their head.
“No. I mean, I am, but that is not what I mean.” He pulled again, this time bringing her closer.
Her body reacted to his nearness as it always did. The yearning he caused in her flared up again.
“What, then?”
“You said you were mine.” He pulled her closer still. “I find this incredibly pleasing.”
She shook her head and moved back, determined to think logically. “No, I said no such thing.”
“You said you knew I protected what was mine. I protected you. You are mine.” He released her hair and dragged his finger along the collar of her shirt. Gooseskin burst up from her skin, and her nipples were painfully tight.
“Not what I meant, Cap’n.”
There went that smile again. “Too bad. You said it.”
Knock. Knock.
He moved back slightly, using the settee again to support him. “Come.”
“My lord,” Roger said. “You have a visitor.”
“This time of night?” He pushed to his feet. “Who is it?”
“He claims he is your uncle, my lord.”
Sabeen raised her gaze and stared at Pug. A myriad of emotions danced along his face before he composed himself.
“Show him in, Roger.”
“No need, I’m here.” 
Sabeen rose with one push as the new voice intruded. She looked at a man who had similarities to her captain. He was older, however, and a lot more sinister in appearance.
“Hello, nephew.”
Pug never took his gaze from his uncle. “Leave us,” he ordered. 
Sabeen didn’t argue, just slipped away, following Roger out and closing the door behind her. Her fingertips lingered upon the smooth wood. She wanted to go back in there. If this was the man who had wanted to kill Pug as a young boy, he shouldn’t be in there alone. Still, he’d told them to leave.
This was the hardest order she had ever had to follow. She refused to go far, picking a spot near the door and lowering herself to the floor. Drawing her legs up, she wrapped her arms around her legs and rested her chin on her knees.
He may not like her waiting here, but like he said, he protected what was his. That was her. For this time, no matter how fleeting, he was also hers. And, she protected what was hers.





  
Chapter Fifteen
 
Pug sized up the man who had wanted to kill him as a boy. He had all the appearance of a man who spent his days indoors, dictating. Never doing anything himself.
“I do not remember you.”
The older man gestured to the drinks. “Are you not offering one on this cold night? I suppose you would not remember me.”
Pug walked to the whisky and poured him one. Setting it near the other man, he stepped back, so he would have room to move if he needed to fight. “Why do we not start with something easy? Your name.”
With a decided sniff, the man pulled off his leather gloves and rested them on the wood beside his drink. He stood, momentarily, while he removed his coat then reclaimed his seat. After a sip of whisky, he nodded. “Good lot, this.”
“I know the owner of the distillery.”
Sharp blue gaze roved over him with minute interest. “This tastes like a high-end drink, not that watered down slop served in roadside inns. It is expensive.”
Yes, it was. “Being as you did not even know I had whisky, I hardly think you came this way to discuss the quality of my drink. You were about to provide me with your name, uncle.”
He took another drink, obviously savoring the flavor. Pug went to a chair across from him and sat. If he wanted to act civilized, so be it, Pug could pull off the act for a while.
“I am Percival Hollister Collingwood.” Another sip. “You were named after me. I had married first and lost my wife and unborn baby during the birth. When you were born, my brother named you after me.”
“And, you repaid him that honor by having him killed and trying to kill me, as well. For no other reason than because you are greedy.”
Those blue eyes hardened. “You know nothing of being a baron or running an estate. It will cost so much to fix up, although it has a good start.”
Pug drummed his fingers along the arm of his seat. “What gives you the impression I need money and am unable to fix this place up and put it back in the black?”
“I have spoken to the creditors and the estate manager.”
Pug maintained an emotionless façade, despite the news. He hadn’t any clue he had an estate manager. “If you are talking to them, that is because you put it in the red. I just got here. All previous bills are of your making. I have sent out notices to the creditors, and they will all be paid. Nothing will be owed here, and it will be mine. As for your old estate manager, he is fired. I have my own. A man I can trust. I am also using my own barrister.”
“You do not even know how much is owed.”
He waved a hand in an easy motion. “Does not matter. I can pay it off. Money is of no object to me.” Pug spoke bluntly. He had plenty.
His uncle narrowed his eyes at him. “I can still have you killed.”
“Seems to me you have been attempting that since I was just a lad. Have not succeeded, thus far.”
“And, you do not want revenge for me killing your parents?”
“Are you admitting it?”
“No, just curious as to why you are sitting there as if you do not have a care in the world.”
“I have none. My estate is coming along fine, and I know if, not that I plan to, but if I needed anything, my father, Earl of Clifton, would be more than happy to lend assistance.”
The elder Hollister flicked his gaze down to the drink by his hand before he looked back up, worry lingering this time. 
Pug hid his smirk. “Yes, the one who is behind that drink.” Not that he needed Colin’s money to help him. Doing what they did on the seas, he had more than enough of his own quid. Hell, he even had some of His Majesty’s jewels and gold. As wealthy as Colin was, there were times Pug wondered if he hadn’t acquired more wealth than his father had. “That is who raised me. And, trust me, if anything happens to me, he will be after you.”
“Is he not the one who went and wed a—“
Pug leaned forward. “I will not do anything to you for your attempts on my life, but if you speak one ill word of the woman I consider my mother, I will gut you from stem to stern.”
He knew he was menacing. Pug didn’t care. He would never stand for anyone to speak poorly of Najja. His uncle swallowed and took a deep breath, composing himself.
“No need for threats, nephew.”
“I grow weary of this. What is it you are after? I will not sign this over to you. I am keeping it. You have had it for too many years when it did not belong to you. And, it never will.”
“So, you will throw my family out?”
“This place was abandoned when we arrived. You had no family living here.”
“We had to leave. The costs were more than what I could afford.”
“Did not stop you from frequenting White’s. So, you had money; you just chose poorly on how and where to spend it.”
“I have a wife and children now.”
He was unmoved. “This is not any concern of mine.” There was movement at the back of the room, but Pug didn’t pay it any attention; he kept all of his on his uncle.
“What will they do?”
“Tell them to get a job and work.”
“Work? We are above that.”
“I did not seem to bother you to kill my parents and toss me out into the world.”
“In all fairness, you were supposed to die, as well. So, you would not have had to work.”
“In all those years, you could not make this home profitable. That is a shame.”
His namesake finished the rest of his whisky. “No, this is.” He withdrew a pistol and aimed it a Pug. “You should have just said you would leave quietly and let me have this place back.”
“Your plan is to shoot me and then what? Walk out?”
“Servants are stupid; they will believe anything I tell them.”
“I do not think it will work.”
“The door is shut; we are the only ones in here. This will work.”
Pug leaned back and rested on ankle on his knee. “No, it will not.”
“Why not?”
He smiled when the razor sharp blade settled against his uncle’s neck. “That would be why. You kill me; you die, as well. So, either way, you still do not get what you want, and your family is living in the street.
“Drop the weapon, sir.”
Sabeen’s lilting voice held an edge of steel, sharper than the blade against his flesh.
“A girl?”
Pug rose and walked to his uncle, plucking the weapon from his grasp. “Thank you, luv.” He looked at the one there. “Get up.”
The sword moved with his uncle, remaining at his neck where a swift strike would be easily accomplished. When he tried to turn and look, Sabeen pressed harder until he remained staring at Pug.
“What are you going to do with me?”
“How many more have you dispatched to kill me?” Pug questioned as he looked over the pearl handled pistol. Nice craftsmanship. 
“Wh…what are you talking about?”
Sabeen’s sword moved slightly at his hesitation in answering.
“Do not make me ask again. I know there is at least one out there. Who are they, and how do I find them?”
“I do not know.” The sword moved again. “Honest. I met a guy in a dark tavern. He said he had men for the job. I did not ask how many or for their names. I just paid and told him where to find you.”
“I see.” Pug set the pistol down on the table. “Guess I have no more use for you, then.”
“You are letting me go?”
“Hell, no. I am having you arrested for the murder of my parents. It is my intention you finish out your days housed in Newgate with the felons. Once you are there for the rest of your pathetic life, I will pay a keeper to make your life hell on earth. You will wake every morning wishing you were dead.” He stepped closer, positioning his lips by the man’s ear. “Just when you think you cannot take anymore, you will. That is your penance for killing your brother, my father, his wife and trying to kill me.”
“What about my family?”
“Why should I care about them? You cared nothing for mine.” Pug found himself bound by Sabeen’s gaze, and he ignored his dislike of her silent disapproval.
The man stammered, but Pug held Sabeen’s stare, wanting her to realize he wasn’t the nicest man in the world. Damn it all, he was a pirate. They weren’t sweet. “I want the authorities here, immediately.”
“Yes, Cap’n.” She lowered her sword, and the man turned. Pug heard his gasp.
“One more thing,” he said.
His uncle turned back toward him. Pug clocked him on the jaw, sending sprawling to the floor.
“Send RJ to ride to the village. Tell him to take care; there are more men out there wanting a piece of my hide.”
She relayed his message and returned within moments.
“I thought I told you to leave.”
“You say many things, Cap’n.”
He grabbed her upper arms. “Then, why did you come back in here?”
“Because I promised your mother I would keep an eye on you and not let you get hurt.”
“You did what?” His voice rose with his question.
She looked away from him to gaze at the man on the floor, lying in a heap. “You heard me just fine, Captain.”
Her words were calm and matter-of-fact. He tightened his grip on her until she met his gaze once more. “Did you ever take into account you could be hurt?”
“I gave my word.”
She didn’t raise her voice, just kept it modulated and smooth. His frustration boiled over, and he kissed her. Slammed his mouth over hers, needing dominance. She held still for a moment before she reacted.
With a low groan, she curved one hand into his shirt, drawing him closer. Their tongues dueled for supremacy.
A throat cleared behind her, and he lifted his mouth from hers to find Roger standing there.
“What?” he snapped.
“Forgive the intrusion, my lord. RJ wanted to know if there were any other instructions?”
“Just tell him to be careful, do not push the horse, it is dangerous out there. Tell him to insist that Baron York has need of the constable.”
Roger bowed at the waist and was gone.
“Are you really going to put his family out on the street?”
“If they cannot support themselves then, yes, they will go.” He frowned and stepped back as she sheathed her rapier.
“Why?”
“Are you questioning me on this?”
She lifted her chin. “Yes.”
He checked to ensure the man was still out then he focused back on Sabeen. “What gives you the right to question me on anything?”
 
The ice coating his words gave her pause. Sabeen hesitated for a few seconds before she spoke. Why am I worrying about what he does? It is not my place to tell him anything?
That was one side of it all. The other was she had gotten to know the man standing before her, anger pouring from his eyes. He may kill without batting an eye, but they were men who had attacked someone, who posed a threat to him. Never once had he done anything to harm children.
“Nothing, Cap’n. Nothing gives me the right. Yet, here I am, doing that very thing because I do not believe you are the kind of man who would unnecessarily hurt children.”
He glared at her. “They would be my age.”
“Perhaps they are the same age as Eva”—she waited a second—“or Greyson.”
Had she thought the fire in his eyes had burned hot before, it was nothing compared to the flames raging in them now at the mention of his siblings. She locked her knees and refused to back down. He may be furious, but she was confident he wouldn’t strike her.
“You should be more aware of when it is best to let something go, luv.” Danger vibrated along the words as they fell from his lips.
His use of “luv” solidified her belief he wouldn’t harm her. Something of the man who’d teased and made love to her lingered in there.
“I cannot stand by and do nothing while you go do something you would regret.”
He roared in anger and hefted one of the large chairs, sending it careening off to the side. Behind him, the door opened, and Roger waited there. Sabeen discreetly waved him away. She would not leave Pug, but she didn’t need any of his staff to witness this. She breathed a sigh of relief when the man listened and backed out.
“How do you know?” Pug demanded. “How could you possibly know what I would regret?”
Because I know you. I have spent months in close quarters with you, learning more about you than I have another being. Not only that, though. I know because I am in love with you.
“I know you.”
Rage turned his face dark, and he sneered down at her. “You think a fuck makes it so you know me? I can get those anywhere. From women who are experienced in the area.”
If she’d not locked her legs, his words would have taken her to the ground. She kept herself composed and did not show how deeply his words had cut.
“Traveling with you across the ocean and seeing you with the children I brought as well as your own brothers and sister taught me that. Nothing more.” She was proud her voice didn’t waver.
“I suppose you want me to save his wife, as well?” More scorn dripped.
“I care nothing for the adults. I also care nothing for the children. I was thinking you would not like yourself much if you did something to hurt the young ones.” She shrugged. “If they are all grown, then it matters not, but for your peace of mind, do you not think it wise to see how old they are?”
“You take liberties, Sabeen. You act as if you are my wife and have a right to speak like this. As opposed to what you are.”
And, she’d come too far to turn back, no matter the results. “I speak the truth, my lord.” She dampened her lips and took a deep breath before forging ahead. “You told me once you respected my opinion. I am sharing it with you now.”
A knock came on the door.
“What!” he thundered.
“The authorities, my lord.”
RJ must have ridden fast despite his lord’s warning. The door opened to admit Roger and two men who had no expressions on their faces.
Pug dismissed her with a sniff. She backed away and slipped out of the room while they were occupied with the man still unmoving on the floor. In the back hallway the staff used, she slumped against the wall.
The creak of a floorboard alerted her to someone approaching. Ensuring there was no evidence of tears, she found herself facing Melinda. The young woman gave her a sad smile.
“Is everything all right, Melinda?” She would finish out the night helping him then she would relegate herself to being strictly one of the staff. Tonight, he did not need any more problems.
She nodded and held up a bag.
“He is leaving, is he not?”
Another nod, and the woman moved by with grace. Sabeen wanted to go cry over what he’d said to her, but she shoved down her own weepy emotions and went to the kitchen.
“What can I do?” she asked Mrs. Tanner.
“Pack the food there for his lordship.”
She did so without question, well aware he was on his way to find this man’s family. It is none of my business. He was right. I overstepped. Sabeen handed off the bag to RJ, who’d come for it. She stayed there, not even going out to say farewell to Pug. Once he had left, she made her way to her room. There, and only there, did she allow herself to cry over his words.
She had known it was to good to be true. Instantly, anger overtook her sorrow. Anger at herself. The naiveté she had at thinking there was ever a chance for anything more between her and Pug. Time for her to go. She pushed up from where she lay on the bed and walked to her trunk.
Opening it, she scoffed. Dresses, things she would never wear. Not like those, all the satin and silk. She rooted around for her leathers and put them on the bed. She didn’t have much, and it was all in a bag and ready for her trip. Sabeen went to the corner and rang for Melinda. She showed within moments.
“I need your help once more, Melinda. Another secret between us. Will you help me?”
Her silent affirmation came, and Sabeen walked over with a pair of scissors. “I need you to cut my hair.”
Her blue eyes widened, and she shook her head.
“Yes,” Sabeen insisted. “Please, not all of it, but to my shoulders. I can gather it at the nape of my neck like some of the men do.”
Indecision roamed free all over Melinda’s expression. Sabeen took her hand and squeezed it. “Please.” Her sigh of relief came when Melinda nodded again. Undoing her braid, Sabeen quickly brushed it out and sat on a stool before Melinda. The weight came off with each snip of the scissors. Cool air brushed the back of her neck, and Sabeen wanted it all back for a second.
Once Melinda had finished it, Sabeen rose and walked to the mirror. Since leaving the warm island, her hair had lost some of its curl. The ends brushed the tops of her shoulders. Behind her, she saw Melinda waiting.
“Looks perfect, thank you. Now, this is our secret.”
That nod once more.
“Thank you, Melinda. That is all I needed.”
She curtsied and slid away. Sabeen returned her attention to her reflection. It changes my look. I will be able to pass as a boy. Especially once I bind my breasts and have a hat covering my eyes.
Adding her final touches went swiftly, and soon, she stood in front of the full mirror, staring at the stranger before her. A pretty boy. Hopefully, once she added some dirt from the trip, she wouldn’t be as pretty.
Gathering her items in hand, she took one last look around the room before she departed. Taking the back way, she walked down and outside. The snow still fell, and she hastened to the stable. Toby was just getting back to bed when she entered.
“I am so sorry; what did you need?” He smoothed a hand over his head, trying to tame his hair.
“I just need that brown gelding made ready to depart.”
“Does his lord know about this?”
“I am going after him, Toby. Hurry, we do not have much time.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Soon, she stood putting her items in the saddlebags and tying her bedroll on the back. Using the mounting block to appease Toby, she kept her cloak around her, hiding her weapons.
“Sorry to wake you again, Toby. Go back to sleep.”
“Aye, milady,” he said.
She didn’t bother correcting his mistake. She wasn’t the lady here. That honor would fall to someone else. Setting her heels to the horse, she moved him out. She tugged the hood low over her face, for protection from both weather and looks.
The village was nearly dead. She could see lights flickering in the distance at the jail, and she made a wide berth there. Once she was out on the road, she urged her mount to a faster stride.
Sabeen rode through the night, stopping to rest her horse for the bare minimum time. The snow increased along with the rising of the sun. She patted the side of his steamy neck.
“We will find some shelter, boy. You deserve a good long rest.” It took her a while before they stumbled upon a small one-room hut that had been abandoned. It had a hole in the roof ,and snow piled up on the floor beneath it but there was enough room for the two of them in there.
Confident the falling snow would hide her tracks, she tied the horse along one wall, away from the snow. The few windows in the place were boarded up, the only light coming in from the roof’s hole. After she stripped him down and rubbed him dry, she gave him some of the grain she’d brought for him. As he ate happily, she wrapped up in her blankets while trying to get some rest. She stayed near the horse, and his body heat helped her.
That was how they traveled. Sticking to the roads at night. When she did run into someone, she merely said, “I am delivering a message to the Earl of Clifton.” People tended to leave her alone after that.
Days later, as the sun was setting once more, she rode up to Falcon House. After gratefully giving the reins over to the footman who met her, she dragged her weary body up the steps and into the warmth.
“Sabeen!” Najja’s voice fell from above as the countess hastened down the stairs to her side. “What are you doing here? Where is Pug? Are you all right?”
“I am sorry, my lady; I tried to protect him. He would not listen to me. He faced his uncle and went to deal with the rest of the family. He did not want me with him.”
Colin showed up, as well as hot drinks.
“He was fine when you saw him last?”
“Yes, my lord. Very much alive. Angry. But alive.”
They exchanged looks. “Thank you for what you did,” Colin said. “This is part of the journey he has to do alone.”
“How are my children?”
“They are just fine. Sleeping now but will be so happy to see you,” Najja informed her.
“If I could stay one more day, we will be out of your house.”
“Where do you plan on going?”
“France. I think I could find work there. They seem a bit more accepting of people…people like me.”
Another shared glance between them. “We will help you.” Najja made the statement.
“Thank you,” she said, relief pushing the stress of worry off her shoulders.
France. It would be the start of something new. For her and the three children. She could…would make it work.





  
Chapter Sixteen
 
Pug stood at the foot of the steps leading to the house. Different emotions churned within him. Most prevalent was anger. Then, there was uncertainty. Sabeen’s words echoed through him.
Sabeen. He owed her an apology for saying what he did. When he got back, he would ensure she got it. A proper one.
He strode up to the door and knocked. A thin old man answered.
“May I help you?” His voice shook with unsteadiness.
“I am looking for the lady of the house. I have news of her husband.”
“Right this way, sir.” He moved slowly back and led the way to a poorly furnished sitting room. “She will be down momentarily.”
“Thank you.”
No offer of refreshment. Nothing. Not that Pug needed any, but it made him think they were not living in the lap of luxury. More than he had growing up for a few years but not anything like what he had now. 
The door opened again and in swept a woman he knew was his aunt. Her blonde hair perfectly coifed. Her dress may have been a bit outdated, but hugged her body most nicely. He rose and offered her a bow.
“Mrs. Collingwood.”
Her chin lifted, and she gave a tiny sniff. “Actually, it’s Lady York. I am a baroness.”
He removed his gloves, smacked them on his thigh then shoved them in his coat pocket. “Actually, unless you held your title before your marriage, no, it is not. I am the one true Baron York. Your husband, my uncle, stole it from me when I was little. He is now on his way to Newgate for murdering my family. I am here to decide what, if anything, I should do for or to you and the children. Where are they? I want to meet them.” He watched her expression, noting the mixture of uncertainty and willfulness. “I do not have all day.”
“My husband is not a murderer.”
“Your children?”
She sat and smoothed a hand down her skirts. “Our sons are indisposed, and my daughter is doing her lessons.”
“What is wrong with your sons?”
Her pinched expression alerted him to her distress on this discussion. He didn’t care.
“They are recovering from a night of drinking and carousing.”
Some things were like London even if you weren’t there. “Let me see your daughter.”
The first true emotion of concern filled her expression. “She is too young for marriage.”
Her words caused him to laugh, briefly and harshly. “I have no designs on marrying a cousin. I want to meet her.”
“Then, what?”
He stood. “You are in this house because of Baron York. That is me. So, I control everything under it. Bring me your children. Wake them, postpone lessons, I do not care what has to be done. I want them all here now!”
Hatred burned in her gaze, but she sent the message. He settled into a chair before rising to pace to the window. Hands clasped behind his back, he stared out over this rented property.
The thirty minutes he waited passed in silence. Pug didn’t mind; he really had no use for mundane chatter. He knew it wasn’t her intent for them to take this long. She fidgeted far too much for it to be a planned behavior.
“I was sleeping, Mother. This had better be demmed important to get me from bed. I only arrived home two hours ago.”
Pug didn’t turn at the condescension dripping from the male voice. He waited until the door closed before he cleared his throat. “I am Baron York.” He faced them. The boys were in their early twenties, and instantly, he had no sympathy for them. The girl, however, he had some. In his estimation, she was around fifteen.
“Our father is Baron York, fool. Do you dare attempt to impersonate him?” The same man spoke.
Pug trailed his gaze over the girl. She had her mother’s golden blonde hair but in ringlets instead of straight strands. Kind eyes but very withdrawn. She sat neither by her mother nor her brothers, but off to the side, alone. The other three were a united front. She was not part of that unity. And, that bothered him.
He knew what he would do.
“Answer me!” the man snapped in his direction.
“Is that how you speak to your betters?” Pug stared down his nose at his cousin. “My father is the Earl of Clifton.”
They paled.
“How can you be Baron York, then?” the girl asked.
“Shut up, Eleanor.”
Pug gave her his attention. “Because my real father was Baron York, brother to your father. Everyone thought I was dead but I was being raised by the Earl of Clifton.”
“So, you are family, then?” She had a small smile of hope on her lips.
“Do not talk to him, Eleanor.” The other brother’s gave the order.
Pug glared at the offender who sent him a rebuttal scowl.
“Your father took the title illegally. So, all of this is mine, and yes, we are related. You and I are cousins.” He looked at them all. Defiance in all but Eleanor, who had fear in her gaze.
He stared at the mother. “You will no longer have the money coming to the baron. I will not take what you have in your account, but there will be no more.”
“How will we live?” Mrs. Collingwood gasped.
“Not my concern. Work. Get a smaller place. I care not. You have two sons who waste their days drinking. They should be out earning.”
Her blue eyes spit fire. “And Eleanor and me? Would you send us to a hothouse? Or a street?”
“Do what you will, madam. As for Eleanor…” He gave the girl another inquisitive look. “Her, I will sponsor. She will be sent to a finishing school. The best.”
“Why her?” the boys demanded.
“Because someone reminded me I care for children.”
“You cannot—“
“Beggin’ your pardon, milady. There is a Barrister Rolland here.”
“Send him in,” Pug replied for her. “I requested him. He is one of my men.”
“You sent for me, my lord?” Rolland asked upon entering.
“I did. Ms. Eleanor will be attending the top finishing school, and you will send any monetary issues to me. I will cover it all. She is to be taken care of. Arrange it now. She can join midseason. As for the rest, any more requests from creditors will be returned. They can stay here so long as they can afford it, make sure the shops know.”
“Very good, my lord.”
He glanced to his young cousin. “You and I will leave tomorrow. Get packed.”
She stood and walked out without a word. Even ignoring her family’s yells to get back there.
“Surely, you will not ignore the rest of your family,” Mrs. Collingwood said.
“Yes, I will.” He faced Rolland. “Again, they get no more money that is for Baron York. I have made arrangements, but I want you to follow up on that. The account their money is in has been changed to Mr. Collingwood. You will keep an eye on that up here, Rolland. Let us go see to the staff.”
Turning his back on his aunt and cousins, he went to the butler and asked him to gather the entire household staff. They soon stood before him, and he could see the three angry family members watching him.
“My name is Hollister Collingwood. I am Baron York. The old one will not be returning. I do not have any idea how long Mrs. Collingwood will be able to keep this place. And, being as I have my own place, I have no reason to continue renting out this one. This is my offer. I will pay you a year’s salary now, and you can go find something else to do. I have work at my estate if you wish to move there. The year’s salary will still be paid to you. However, if you choose to stay with Mrs. Collingwood and her two boys, do not come to me asking for help later when she cannot pay you any longer. The choice is yours. Make it before I leave tomorrow. I will be staying here for the night. I would like a room made up for me. That is all.”
Mrs. Collingwood had a red face, she was so furious. Pug held her gaze before walking away. He took over the study and, with Rolland, gave out money to those who came. He also issued out directions for those who asked for them. He handwrote a note to each one who asked where he lived. That way, Roger would know he had sent them.
By the time the house was settling down for the night, only two staff remained. Pug sat by a low-burning fire in the study and stared at the mantle. A creak had him turning. Eleanor stood there.
“Good evening, cousin. Should you not be abed?”
“Why are you helping me?”
He gestured her toward the settee and accompanied her there. “You remind me of my sister. You are just a little older than she is.”
“They say I am stupid. What if the finishing school does not want me?”
“All you can do is your best, Ellie. At the very least, you will be around girls your own age.”
She peered up at him, eyes wide and solemn. “Thank you.” She slipped from the seat and walked in silence to the door. Once there, she looked back one time before leaving the room.
The next morning, Rolland had gotten a carriage for them, and Pug put Ellie in it. Upon Fineas, he set off beside it, ignoring the angry cries from those left behind. He had no guilt over what he was doing, and since there had been no tears, he assumed Ellie was ready to move on as well.
* * * *
Paris, France
“You do exceptional work, Sabeen. Thank you. With you being here, I have been able to increase profits.”
She bobbed. “Thank you, Madame Roy.”
Her boss, an older widow, smiled as she patted her hand. “Do you think you could do a few more today?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Wonderful. I will have them sent back.” Another smile, and the woman walked away.
Sabeen stood and stretched. Her back ached from being hunched. This was a different kind of sore than she was used to back on the plantation. Still a sore. She had a small place, and she had the kids, so overall, she was happy.
She missed Pug more than she ever believed she could miss a man. It wasn’t just the pleasure being with him sexually had given her; it was the all around pleasure. He made her laugh, smile, and enjoy life. However, he’d made it clear she wasn’t his equal.
Not that she had any illusions she was, but there had been hope. Always the small hope.
Jon brought back the stack for her. “Here you go, Ms. Sabeen.”
“Thank you, Jon.”
Jon was a runner and got paid for his work as well. Olivia and Ester spent their days in the back, staying out of the way. They would help her with putting away bolts of material. Thank God, Madame Roy had not had a problem with her having the girls there.
“I have another run, but I will be back before you are done for the day. We will go home together.”
He had stepped into his role as protector with both feet. Sabeen nodded and watched him leave. She had to wear dresses now and couldn’t arrive with swords strapped on. It wasn’t her ideal situation, but at least the people she passed to and from work had become more familiar to her. She still preferred to keep to herself.
With a quick check on the girls, who were sleeping, she rubbed her lower back once more then got back to work. French words floated back as Madame Roy helped people. Sabeen mimicked them as she had since she arrived, trying to teach herself the language.
She’d only been here a few weeks, but she was learning. One of her neighbors in the building she rented a room had taken to teaching her as well. 
True to his word, Jon was back as the shop closed up for the night. Sabeen ushered the girls before her as they left via the rear. Overhead, the clouds had snuffed the evening sun, bringing dark faster. And more snow.
A quick glance at the children, who were bundled up, and she urged them on. They walked swiftly, heads down, toward their room. Her one stop was at a street stall for some bread. Then, they continued on their way.
The place they had was small. The children slept along the far wall and there weren’t any dividers up for privacy. She promised come summer she would put them, but she didn’t want the heat blocked right now. She stoked up their fire after they got home, not much, for she had figured out how much was needed to make it comfortable.
Ester coughed again, and Sabeen glanced at her. Her skin tone was paler than normal.
“Come here, Ester.”
She listened, and Sabeen touched her head. Clammy. 
“I do not feel good, Sabeen.”
“Go lay in bed; I will bring you some soup.” 
She stripped off her coat and hung it on a hook in the wall. Jon stepped from the one place there was privacy in the place, the thick cloth acting as a screen. He tucked Ester in before folding up the clothing he wore to work and placing them on a chair.
Olivia took charge of feeding her sister. Little spoonfuls accompanied by giggles. Sabeen gave Jon more food and gestured for him to eat, as well.
“You need this more than I do,” he protested.
“No, you eat. This will work for me.” She held up the bread. 
“Sabeen.”
“No, Jon. You need to eat. I will be fine, promise.” She tore the bread into four pieces and delivered them to the children before eating hers. She took small bites and chewed slowly.
I do not know what else to do. If I move to a larger place, our money will go faster. This way I am saving some, but am I risking their lives? Look at Ester. She is getting sick.
She had to find a way to get them back to warm weather. She would try to find out how much passage would cost. Ester’s coughing snapped her wandering mind back to the present.
Sabeen rose. “I will get you some medicine.”
Jon stared at her. “Let me go.”
“No, I know what to get. I will be back soon. Do not let anyone in.”
“It is dark out, Sabeen. You will be in danger.”
“I am not going in a dress. I will be in breeches, and I will be armed.” She walked behind the screen and changed. Buckling on her sword belt, she stepped out and stared at the children there. They were counting on her.
“I should go with you, at least.”
“Jon, I need you to stay with them; keep Ester calm. In fact, move her pallet closer to the fire, and keep her warm. I will be back as soon as I can.” She buttoned her cloak and flopped the hood over her head. With one final look back at them, she slipped out the door.
With hurried steps, she pushed outside into the cold snowy night. Keeping one hand curved around the hilt of her rapier, she paused for a moment and decided which way to go. The apothecary she wanted was a good distance away, but if she hurried, it shouldn’t take her to long to get there and back. 
When she made it to Wang’s Apothecary Shop, she knocked on the door. A small man came to the door.
“We closed.”
“Please, sir, I need some medicine for my daughter.”
He stared at her, dropped the window covering then opened the door. “You dress like man.”
“Yes, sir. It is safer that way.”
He grunted before shutting the door behind her. “You look fast. Dinner time.”
“I am sorry I interrupted your evening.” She stared around and headed for the stuff she recognized. They weren’t labeled in English, but she knew what to look for. Najja had given her a few other things when she had been there with the countess.
She sniffed her way and picked up a few things she needed. The man watched her the entire time. Once she was finished, she waited for him to inform her how much this would cost.
“How many children you have?”
“Three.”
“Old?”
“No, two are six and one is older.”
“The sick one is oldest?”
She shook her head. “Youngest.”
He bent down and pulled out a brown bag. He placed her purchases in there then went into the back room and got something else he added to the bag.
“Soup. Help feel better.”
“Thank you, how much?”
“Gift. You go now. I need my meal.”
“Thank you, sir.”
He gave her a sharp nod before shooing her toward the door. She drew up her hood and, with a final farewell and thanks, headed out again. The snow had increased, the accumulation up past her ankles.
Her return trip took longer for she had to duck a few corners to avoid a group of rough-looking men. Finally, she reached the building and walked through to her room. She unlocked the door and slipped in.
Jon was there, sword in hand.
“How is she?” Sabeen asked, locking the door behind her.
“Sleeping fitfully. Did you get her some medicine?” 
“I did. And some more soup, which should help her.” She handed him the bag then removed her cloak. Soon, water heated, and she began mixing some of the herbs she’d purchased.
Once all was prepared, she sank to the floor beside the pallet. Ester’s skin was damp and clammy beneath her touch. “Wake up, sweetie.”
Her eyes were bloodshot. “Don’ wanna.”
“I need you to drink this, Ester.” She put some command in her voice. The child  drank it slowly. While Jon refilled the small cup, Sabeen spread some of the paste she’d mixed from the herbs onto Ester’s chest before covering her back up. 
“Drink this then you can go back to sleep.”
Ester listened, her lids already sinking back down. Olivia climbed in beside her and held her sister. Sabeen went to the small table and sat with a groan.
Jon sat next to her. “You are taking good care of us, Sabeen.”
“No, I am not. You are working; Ester is sick.” She scrubbed a hand down her face. “I should have left you with the countess.”
He set a cup of tea in front of her. “She tried to get us to stay. We chose to come with you.”
“You are too young to make that choice.”
His somber expression hit her hard. “None of us had childhoods. Our lives are what they are, Sabeen. But, you said we were a family, and we stick together. That is what we are doing.”
“So wise, Jon.”
He kissed her cheek. “It will work out; you will see.” He went to his pallet and lay down. She was too tired to get on him about cleaning his teeth. He could do it in the morning.
When she woke, the first thing she did was check on Ester. No change. She fed Olivia and made Ester wake for more liquid. While Jon ate, she pulled Olivia to the back and crouched before her.
“I need you to do something very important for me today, Olivia.”
“All right.”
“You and Ester will stay here.”
“Alone?”
“I will ask Ms. Blanche to check on you. But, Ester cannot go back outside in the cold. You know how to add to a fire, so keep it warm in here. You can eat bread if you become hungry until I get home. If it is not Ms. Blanche at the door, open it for no one other than myself or Jon. Do you understand? Jon and I will be back as soon as we can.” She smoothed her hair back. “Can you do that for me?”
A moment’s hesitation before she gave a decisive nod. “I can.”
She hugged her tight. “I love you.”
“I love you, too, Sabeen.” 
Jon and she left. After a quick stop off with Ms. Blanche, they headed to work.
Madame Roy was there when she arrived. “Sabeen,” she said. “I have a proposition for you.”





  
Chapter Seventeen
 
“She did what?”
Roger blanched and gulped. “My lord, your hand. You are bleeding.”
Pug looked at his right hand. Sure enough, shards from his broken tumbler sat imbedded in his palm. The amber liquid pooling on the stone entryway mingled with his blood. He waited until they brought water, needle and thread to him before he removed the impalements. When Mrs. Tanner took his hand, he didn’t argue with her.
“Why is no one answering me?” he demanded as she cleaned out the wound. “Melinda!”
The young woman hastened in a few moments later, polishing rag in her hand. She curtsied even as her gaze flickered between his hand and face.
“Did you see Sabeen?”
Her brow furrowed as she shook her head.
He groaned in frustration. “The day she left.” Left his protection. Left him.
Understanding lit her expression, and she nodded. 
Now, we are making progress. “Did she tell you where she was headed?”
Negative.
“How about why?”
Another no.
Pug wanted to scream and yell. It had nothing to do with the needle poking in and out of his hand either and everything to do with the woman named Sabeen. “Can you give me anything?”
She shook her head again. No, of course, she couldn’t.
Were he to think about it, he truly knew where she would go. Back to Falcon House. None of this would have happened if he had stayed with her. Or brought her along with him. Or not been such an arrogant ass, his subconscious added.
Mrs. Tanner finished sewing him up, and he stood. “Nice job, Mrs. Tanner.” Pug headed for Sabeen’s room, shutting himself in there. It had no heat. The trunk of clothes sat there, only the older more serviceable dresses were gone. The fancy ones remained.
“Where are you, luv?” He searched the room for any clue she may have left behind. 
He hated this feeling of loss within him. She made things right for him. He flexed his hand, welcoming the sting. Once in his room, he packed some more things.
“David!” He hastened down the stairs. “David.”
“Yes, my lord, I mean, Captain.”
“I am leaving you in charge. Continue with the final repairs. RJ, send for Fineas once more. If any attacks come, David, and they probably will, kill whoever it is. Defend this house and its people.”
“By your leave, Captain. I will take good care of the estate.”
“Of that, I have no doubt. Should you need anything, send word to Falcon House and the Earl of Clifton. He will know what to do and how to reach me.” He clapped the man on the shoulder. “’Tis why I am leaving you in charge, David. I know you will not let me down.”
RJ came back in, dotted with snow. “Your ride is ready, milord.”
He shared one final look with David then went out to vault into Fineas’ saddle. A long ride awaited him. Securing his gear, he settled himself. This ride he needed to complete as swiftly as he could. With a nod to Toby, he was off riding into the late afternoon.
Pug pushed the horse hard, stopping only when absolutely necessary. Both he and Fineas were dragging when he rode up to Falcon House. He slid gratefully out of the saddle and looked at the stable hand who’d run up to take the animal.
“Rub him down well and give him some warm mash. He has had a hell of a trip.”
“Yes, my lord.” The young lad turned and led the exhausted equine away, patting his muscular neck and mumbling to him.
Pug dashed up the stairs and burst into the house. “Sabeen!”
Najja appeared on the top of the stairs, her expression unreadable. With her innate grace, she moved down toward him. “What are you doing here, Pug?”
“Where is she?” he asked.
“Sabeen is not here.” She paused before him. “Are we at a point in our lives where your mother no longer gets hugs?”
“I am covered in sweat, dirt, and horse.” She held his gaze without blinking. Pug chuckled and shook his head. “I am sorry, Mama.” He hugged her and pressed a kiss to her cheek.
“Send a bath to his room; start a fire in it.” She gripped his chin and cocked her head as she looked at him. “You look exhausted. And, what happened to your hand?”
“Where is Sabeen?”
“We will get to her soon enough. I want answers.”
Pug tamped down his impatience, well aware nothing pushed her to move faster than she wished. “Are the children here?”
“Not if you are referring to Jon, Olivia, and Ester.” She pivoted and began ascending the steps. “Your hand.”
He followed her. “I cut it on some glass. It was an accident.”
She led the way to his room, and he saw the tub had already been carried in. The fire blazed in the hearth and was starting to warm the room.
“Where’s Father?”
“Right here.”
He turned at the statement to find Colin standing there. A quick glance to the injured hand then a silent question. Pug nodded his response that he was fine. Colin walked to Najja’s side and slid an arm around her before pressing a tender kiss to her head.
Again, Pug was struck by how much he wanted that intimacy in his own life. Being able to have that one person at his side. The shared thoughts and feelings. The connection. 
He tugged of his shirt, having given his sodden coat to Archer already. Then, he paused and looked at his parents.
Colin turned Najja around and led her to the door. Pug took advantage and stripped before stepping in the tub where he sank into the water, welcoming its warmth. He groaned as the heat penetrated into his bones.
Pug didn’t dally in the water. He wanted answers and knew they would have to wait until he was done. Still, he recognized that were he not so desperate to find out about Sabeen, he would have no problems sleeping in here.
“Meet us in the sitting room.” His father’s voice broke the silence.
“Give me a few minutes, and I will be there.” He never opened his eyes, just sat there, keeping his bandaged hand free of the water.
“Of course.” The click of the door informed him he was alone.
Sabeen. Calling to mind—not that she was far from his thoughts—he shifted. The water sloshed against the side. Her smooth brown skin, her wavy hair, everything about her.
Blood thickened his shaft as he relived his one night with her. All the months they’ve been together and they’d only had one day together intimately. It wasn’t enough. Not for him.
He reached for the rag and began cleaning off the travel grime. His erection hadn’t subsided when he was almost finished. Curling his uninjured hand around it, he began stroking. The soap assisted in him smoothing up and down his length. 
Memories of her mouth on his member flooded him. The feel of her pussy holding him as he took her, over and over again. He tightened his grip, working it faster. He squeezed the edge of the tub, ignoring the spike of pain in his palm. 
He came with a low groan, thick ropes of his cum shooting free. Opening his eyes, he glanced around, frustration mounting once more at the frank realization he had no clue as to where she was.
Pug got out after cleaning himself up and toweled dry before the fire. He dressed then made his way to the sitting room. Najja sat with Greyson asleep in her arms.
“Where is Eva?”
“Right here.”
He turned in time to catch his sister as she jumped into his arms. “Hey there.”
“I missed you.” Her arms curved around his neck. “Are you here long?”
“I do not know.” He placed her on her feet.
“Eva.” Najja’s voice broke around them.
She pouted. “That means I have to go.” A blinding smile. “Bye!” She skipped out.
Pug took a seat facing his parents. “Where is she?”
“We do not know.” Najja’s words were calm and straightforward.
He shot forward. “What do you mean, you do not know? You let her go off alone?”
“Mind your tone.” Colin’s reprimand was instant, always protective of Najja.
Najja rose, went to the door, and handed Grey off to the woman who stayed in the nursery with him. Then, she returned to her seat.
“She is a grown woman who is beholden to no one. She wanted to leave; she left.” Najja held his gaze.
Pug understood the reproof from her, yet his anger and fear overshadowed it. “You should not have let her go.”
Colin raised his eyebrows. “Why not?”
“A woman with three children in her care. How will she survive? What if she has to work the streets?” His rage was raw at the thought of her having to sell her body merely to survive.
“We offered to keep the children here until she got settled. She declined.”
Pug stared at the man who was his father in every way but blood. “You should have insisted she stay.”
“Perhaps you can enlighten us as to why she left you.” Najja stirred the tea she’d just poured.
“I do not know. I was dealing with my uncle and his family. She was gone when I got back from Mrs. Tottenham’s Finishing School.”
“Finishing School?” Colin poured whisky and brought him a glass.
He pinched the bridge of his nose, accepting the drink. “I had my uncle thrown into Newgate, told his wife and children they were no longer receiving monies due to Baron York. However, there was a young daughter; she was fourteen. I could not toss her out, so I enrolled her in that school. I will take care of the cost. But, she will have schooling, and I will sponsor her when she comes out.
“Good for you, son.”
He shook his head. “No. I would have kicked them all out had Sabeen not stood up to me and reminded me I am nice to children. I was an ass to her. Said rude things. It is no wonder she left me.”
He drained his drink.
“Last we knew she was going to France. Paris.” Colin rose to get him the bottle.
Paris. How the hell would he find her there?
“Had she healed all right?”
“Healed?” Najja questioned.
“My uncle hired an unknown number of men to kill me. She was shot while retrieving one of the staff children.”
“These men, there are still some after you?” Najja’s tone was reminiscent of the cold assassin she used to be.
Pug loved her so much. “I have it under control, Mama. Do not worry yourself over this.”
She frowned at him, indignation stamped all over her features. “You are telling me not to worry about my son’s life when there are people trying to kill him?”
Pug looked to Colin who shook his head. No help there.
“I am taking precautions.”
Her fingers flexed, and he knew as sure as he sat there, had she her sai, she would be spinning them.
“Like what?” Her words were not motherly concern but all business-like.
“Najja,” Colin said, the tone flowing like a slow-moving brook, calming. “He is no knickered lad but a grown man.”
“He will always be my son.” Despite the hard tone, her body relaxed into Colin.
“Can we help, son?”
“I need to find Sabeen. Do you know any more than Paris?” Need clawed at his gut like a crazed animal.
“No.” Colin kissed Najja’s forehead. “When she arrived, she was subdued but determined to leave. She apologized to Najja for not keeping her word.”
“What word was that, Mama?”
“I asked her to keep an eye on you. She said she did the best she could, but you had left without her.”
He remembered now, she’d said those words to him. “I wanted her out of danger if they came for me.”
“Now, you have lost her.”
Leave it to his mother to be blunt. Najja’s words were powerful to digest, true enough they may be.
“I will find her.” He clenched his hand, briefly, when the pain from his cut flared.
“Have you considered she may not wish to be found?” Colin held his gaze as he asked.
Yes, he had. “Does not matter. She will have to tell me to my face in person if that is what she wants.”
“How will you find her?”
He raked a hand through his damp hair. “I ‘ave no idea, Mama. All I know is I ‘ave to find ‘er.” His old accent seeped through the more distressed he became.
“Are you finally going to tell her you love her?”
He stared at his parents. Colin’s words ricocheted in his head. Love?
“You might want to get that cleared up before you find her.” Colin imparted his wisdom.
“Bring the children back with you,” Najja commanded. “They need stability.” She rose, made her way to him, and kissed his cheek. “Come home soon.” Then, she left without another word. Or a single look back.
“She is disappointed with me,” he observed once he faced Colin again.
Colin reclined back and stretched his legs out. He laced his fingers behind his head, the firelight glinting off his earring. It also highlighted the silvered strands in his hair.
“No, she is upset she is no longer needed to protect you. This is hard for her. She does not want to let go.”
“I have been away from ‘er for a while now.”
“She has been unhappy about that, always worried you would need her and she unable to assist. It is who she is.”
“I am a disappointment to ‘er then. I am always gone, never—well ‘ardly—write.”
“She would prefer word from you more than she receives it, I will not dispute that. But to say you are a disappointment? Not at all. Oh”—he grinned—“your being a pirate concerns her, as well.”
Pug shrugged. “I will endeavor to do better.” He rose with a smooth push to his feet and walked to the window. “May I ask you something?”
“Always.”
He stared out at the snowy night. “Why did you go after Mama to bring ‘er back, and what if she would not return with you?”
Colin repositioned himself by him. “I went after her because I loved her more than anything.” A wry smile lifted his lips. “Always will.”
“And ‘ad she refused?”
Colin’s laugh was familiar. “I would have thrown her over my shoulder and carried her to the ship. No way I was losing her.”
“’ow did you know she loved you?”
“Her actions. Also, she told me once. I held onto that.” He turned sideways bracing against the window. “The only advice I can give you is be honest with Sabeen about your feelings. Tell her you love her.”
He met his father’s green gaze. “’ow did you know?”
“Son, I have been around for a while. I know the signs. You have not exactly hid your feelings for this woman.”
“It is different, what I feel for ‘er.” He mimicked Colin’s stance. “Unlike anything I ‘ave experienced before.”
“That, my boy, is why it is love and not lust.”
“I am going to strangle ‘er once I find ‘er, for putting me through this.”
Colin’s eyes sparkled like emeralds in the sun. “I would suggest you not lead with that when you find her.”
“I do not know where to even begin.”
Colin clapped him on the shoulder. “I do not believe that. You know this woman. You know where she would go to take care of herself and the children under her care. Think it through.”
“I will.” He paused. “On the way to Paris.”
“Safe travels.”
“Tell Drav when ‘e arrives.”
Colin sobered but nodded. “Consider it done.”
“Thank you.”
“I sent someone to ready the coach. It should be waiting. Come home soon.”
Pug strode away, accepting the offered coat and gloves before stepping back out into the cold. The aforementioned coach waited. Two well-sprung grays waited, prancing and snorting. He climbed in with a nod to the driver. As they wheeled off, he rubbed the ache in his palm. He would only be using one sword for a while as opposed to two. He smiled when he saw Fineas tied to the back. The stallion would get more rest on the journey over to France and he knew it would be in his best interest to have the Arabian with him.
With a groan, he sat back and allowed the rocking to lull him to sleep. It was a light sleep and an extremely unpleasant one. He roused when they slowed to rest the horses.
Stepping from the coach, he hid his shiver. “You doing fine up there, Thomas?”
“Aye, milord.”
“Get something warm to eat while they rest.”
He walked off after his driver nodded. Pug declined the offer of a private room in which to dine. Securing a small table in the far corner, he waited to be served. He watched it all, every person, every move.
The serving girl placed his platter upon the scarred wood. The thick and hearty soup waved its aroma beneath his nose. The smell wasn’t stomach churning, but it also wasn’t mouthwatering. It didn’t matter; he knew he needed to eat some food.
Even so, he kept it brief. Finished, he paid and purchased a bit of extra bread and cheese for the journey. Thomas awaited him, and the horses had been rested and fed. While not as energetic as before, they still remained ready to go.
“Carry on, Thomas,” he commented, stepping up into the comfortable interior.
“Very good, milord,” the man remarked, closing the door behind him.
Thomas got the equines moving seconds after Pug had claimed a seat. They continued on until the snow blew so hard they had to stop at an inn.
“I…I am sorry, milord.” Thomas’ teeth were chattering so much his words were nearly unintelligible.
“You and the horses are no good to me dead,” he said with a smile to ease the sting of his words. “Get yourself warmed up, and I will see you in the morning.”
“Yes, milord.”
Pug left him there in the warmth of the stable as he jogged to the inn. This storm had sprung up fast. He pushed through the door, pausing to stomp the snowy mud off his Hessians. Fur-lined moccasins would be a sight warmer than these.
He stifled a laugh at the memory of Sabeen putting on proper English shoes for the first time. She’d immediately gone back to her moccasins. Touting she had no understanding how women wore them, although she did finally comprehend the pinched, unpleasant expressions many women had.
Sabeen.
Pug couldn’t even begin to explain how much he missed her. She had such an impact on him. He not only wanted her in his life; he needed her in it.
* * * *
Sabeen stared around the five-room cottage with more than a bit of awe. She glanced over to Madame Roy, who stood before the main hearth. “All of this?”
The woman nodded, her gray curls bouncing below her cap. “Yes. Your talents sewing are being wasted in that shop in Paris. There are many here who will love your work. These are my clients, but when I tell them I recommend you and you work for me, they will stay. I have a patron who I particularly think will be pleased to have you nearer than sending to me in Paris.”
Words escaped her. Never had Sabeen ever considered having a house and seamstress job such as this.
“I do not know how to thank you.”
Madame Roy sniffed. “I am doing this not for you but me. I will get more money if I have you here.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Do not be thinking this is because I like you,” she huffed.
“No, ma’am. I would never assume such a thing.” Sabeen refused to let the smile crack free.
“Good.” Madame Roy crossed her large arms. “The children will have room. I will have some chickens and the like delivered. The largest room will be where you work. No sense in renting another place; you can work from here. They will come to you.” She rubbed her hands in a gleeful motion. “I will be back. Get settled.”
Sabeen didn’t move as Madame Roy exited the cottage and climbed up in the wagon. She lifted the reins and snapped them against the nag’s rump. Down deep, Sabeen knew this arrangement greatly benefitted her employer, but she didn’t mind. She’d work for pittance for this setup. A house of her own with the children.
“Is this really for us, Sabeen?” Ester’s coughed question pulled her attention from the retreating view of Madame Roy to the little girl.
She readjusted her hold on Ester to kiss her head. Clammy skin met her lips. “Yes, it is. Do you feel like walking with Olivia to find a room?”
A slow nod. Jon came over and held out his arms. “Come, Ester. I will carry you.”
Sabeen hugged herself as the children vanished. Ester had yet to recover, still very sick. The Chinese herbs had helped but hadn’t healed her. The children were her responsibility. And, she was failing them.
After unpacking the trunks holding sewing items, she rubbed the small of her back. Slow, measured steps took her off in the direction the children had gone. Madame Roy returned before she could make it up the stairs, however.
“Sabeen!” The call, although outside, fell crystal clear.
She hastened to the door. “Yes, ma’am?”
“I will be here until tomorrow. This evening, I will instruct you in how I want things done and go over the client list. Then, I have to get back to Paris, so if you have questions, ask them tonight. Does me no good to be here. I have work waiting.”
“I understand.”
“I will return later. Someone will be dropping the animals later.”
Sabeen stood as Madame Roy snapped the reins and departed again. Animals. With a worried glance to the animal pen, she called out, “Jon!”
“Yes?” He’d arrived in silence.
“How are the girls?”
“Sleeping together in one of the beds. They are warm enough.”
“Come with me, then.” She wrapped her coat tighter about her. “We have animals coming and need to ensure the enclosures are sound.”
He dashed in for his own coat then accompanied her. First, they fixed the chicken coop and contained an area for the birds to walk around in for that was the easiest job. The wind blew over her, making her shiver like she’d been naked and pelted with the frozen stinging rain for hours. She didn’t believe she could ever be so cold.
Once they’d accomplished that task, they tackled the small stable and its fenced pen.
“Hello!” a man cried, his French greeting warm.
Sabeen looked away from where Jon lashed two posts together. She stood upright, her initial shock over seeing a man with skin the color of cold coal coming near. “Stay here,” she ordered Jon. 
Dusting off her hands, she avoided the propped gate with nimble maneuvers and approached the man. The hem of her dress swept the snow-covered ground, all the while hiding her moccasins that made sure her feet remained warm in this infernal weather.
“Sabeen?”
His voice poured from him, echoing as if he were in a cave. She nodded, offering him a smile and a curtsey. The low from the milk cow startled her, and she jumped. The chickens squawked in their small cages.
“Mr. François Marseau.” He poked his chest with one thick finger.
“Lovely to meet you, sir.”
The wagon creaked in relief as his bulk disembarked. Not that he was fat; he was just huge, reminding her of the men back on the plantation who worked the blacksmith fires. His gaze assessed her as he crossed massive arms over his barrel-like chest. She did her best to hide her shock of who she faced.
“You do not speak French?”
“No, sir.”
“That is shame. Beautiful language. I can teach you.”
“Thank you, sir.”
“Call me, François. Sir is too formal.” He turned his back and hefted out two chicken cages with ease.
Sabeen looked at the hay and bags of feed back there. Worry gnawed at her gut. How much was this going to cost her? Her money savings was nearly depleted with having to spend so much of it on medicine for Ester.
She reached for a cage and looked up in time to see François watching her, appreciation in his gaze. She ducked her head and carried the cage, leading the way into the new area for the chickens.
“Jon, this is Mr. Marseau.”
“Call me François,” he interrupted. “There is hay in wagon. You bring some so birds are warm.”
She wasn’t sure what to make of Jon running off like he did. The trio worked quickly together, and the chickens, cow, and pigs were soon in their new homes.
“May I offer you some tea?” she asked.
“I have to get back, but I will come by for a cup soon.” He smiled down at her, his brown eyes shining with amusement. “Real soon. We will learn French.”
“Jon, go inside,” she ordered. When the door closed, she took a deep breath. “How much do I owe you for bringing all of this out here?”
“Madame Roy took care of this.” He handed her a list. “Here are prices for hay and feed. If you need anything, come find me.” A smile turned up his lips. “Anything.” With some French words, he walked down to the waiting wagon and climbed up. He touched the brim of his hat as he encouraged his animal to step out.
She returned his wave with a tentative one of her own. Only once he went around the bend did she return inside the house. “Jon?”
No answer. A faint chopping sound hit her ears, and she walked out the back to find him splitting more wood.
“We need more,” he said in response to her questioning look.
“We need to eat. I will fix some food.”
“I will be in when it is ready.” He put the next piece on the block and swung the axe.
Sabeen retreated into the house, recognizing that he needed some time by himself. She walked upstairs and checked on the slumbering children. The room currently had no decoration, but she could fix that for them. She would give Jon the other bedroom and sleep downstairs in the room she would use as her work area. After adding more wood to the fire for them, she made her way to the kitchen.
True to his word, Jon came in when the meal was ready. He had another armload of wood, which he dumped in the wire holder by the door. Snow dotted his coat. He made five more trips before he stopped.
“The other room upstairs is for you, Jon,” she said, stirring the stew.
“What about you, Sabeen?”
“I will stay down here, in the room I work in.”
“No, I can—“
“You deserve your own room, Jon.” She smiled at him. “Take this one.”
His indecision swept across his face like a gale moving over the open ocean. “Are you sure?”
“Absolutely. Now, go get the girls.”
Madame Roy arrived while Jon was upstairs. She bustled right in, and Sabeen immediately poured her a hot cup of tea.
Once the children had food and were eating in front of the fire, she and Madame Roy sat at the table where she spread out a bunch of papers.
“I have you starting in two days. That will give you a bit of time to set up all the materials and do something with the house.” She pushed a sheet to Sabeen. “This is a list of the clients I know you are getting. This one is the one with the prices, for everyone except for Vicomtesse Chirac.”
“I charge her differently?”
“Always. This is what she pays, contingent on the material she wants. If it is more expensive, then there, of course, will be a price increase. But, otherwise, she gets this.” Another sheet. “I have taught you how I keep records. I expect a monthly mailing from you with detailed accounting of how this is going.”
On and on, it went. Sabeen thought her head would explode but stayed sharp for she didn’t want to miss anything, no matter how trivial.
Jon and the girls cleaned while she and Madame Roy went back to the room she would be using. 
“You have already begun setting up; this is wonderful.” Together, they finished. Madame Roy worked hard, and soon, the room resembled a shop. The changing area behind the curtain in the back would serve Sabeen well as her sleeping area.
“If you need material, send word. I will ship more to you. I will get a better price than you. Some merchants will not want to work with you.”
Sabeen didn’t argue that; she had no doubt it was the truth. Having been a slave the majority of her life, she wasn’t used to anyone viewing her in a different light.
Madame Roy stood before her and clasped her upper arms. “I am counting on you, Sabeen. You have potential.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Very good. I will see you later.” She walked out the door where she paused. “There is something for the children in the basket I left in the kitchen.” Then, she was gone.
Once the children were in their beds, Sabeen gazed around the first floor. Trembling, she sank to the floor before the fire dancing in the hearth. Tears burned the corners of her eyes as she did nothing to stop them from spilling over and sliding down her cheeks. 
“Please let this work. Please!” Her words fell from her lips like a tortured soul being dragged back to hell.





  
Chapter Eighteen
 
Pug wanted to punch a hole in the wall of his rented room. Anger coursed through him. How was it he still hadn’t found her? More than the anger was fear. What if she’d needed him, but he’d not been there to protect her?
He’d lost track of time as he prowled Paris for her. Winter had slithered back to its hole, and spring had arrived, bringing with it rain and the promises of new life, new beginnings.
He strapped on his sword and yanked open his door, only to draw up. “How did you get here so fast?”
Drav stood there, his features familiar and stoic. “I never left England.”
Pug scowled, stepping back to allow his friend entrance. “I saw you leave on the ship.”
“No, you saw me on the ship. You had departed before the ship did. I was not aboard.”
“Where have you been?” He poured him a drink and took one for himself.
“Removing the threats against your life.”
“That is why I never saw any more.” He sat and motioned for Drav to do the same. “Have you seen Sabeen?”
“My job is your protection, not that of your woman.”
Pug couldn’t get mad at him for that. Gurkhas were proud, and when you had one as a mercenary on your side, he did his job. He and Drav had a friendship, and the man stuck with him out some misguided sense of loyalty. No matter what he said, Drav refused to leave him.
“Do you ever miss your home, Dravya?”
“Of course, Captain. I have a wife and children.”
He swirled the liquid in his glass. “Then, why do you not go home?”
“My debt to you is not yet repaid.”
He leaned forward, resting his arms on his legs. “Drav, you owe me nothing. In fact, I am pretty confident, if we are keeping a tally, I am in debt to you now. The Anglo-Nepal war was over long ago. If you miss your family, go to them.”
No expression on the face of the man opposite him. “I will help you find your Sabeen then I will go.”
While Pug wanted the man to be happy, he wasn’t about to turn down his ability to find people. “Thank you.”
“She is your woman, Captain. She should be with you, not away from. Still, you should not have yelled at her or left her behind.”
There was no ignoring that reprimand. “Did you see everything?”
A flicker of a smile. “Not everything.”
Pug laughed and drained the rest of his drink. “Good thing.”
Drav placed his down and rose with a fluidity Pug had never been able to copy no matter how he tried. Gaining his own feet, he readjusted his sword belt then reached for his coat.
Together, the two men strode down from the room and out into the Paris streets. “Thoughts?” he asked his friend as they paused at a corner.
“Where have you checked?” Drav gazed around, his eagle-sharp eyes missing nothing.
“Everywhere,” he spat in frustration. “Brothels, corners, alleys.”
Drav looked to him, brow drawn in concentration. “Why there?”
“She took the children with her. How else would she make a living to support them all?”
“With a needle? Cooking?”
Pug needed to kick his own ass. He’d been so focused on the horrid that could have happened to her, he neglected to think smart. “I am a fool, Drav.”
“I will go this way.” Drav walked off, seamless in his blending with the crowd.
Pug went the opposite direction, all the while muttering to himself about the stupid fool he’d been. He had wasted over two months checking the dregs of the city. She may have been within touching distance, and he’d not have known because of his asinine thinking.
As he made his way from stall to stall and shop to shop, he realized even more how much of an apology he owed this woman. He would make it right. All he needed was one more chance with her and he would.
He was in love with her. Had been for a long time, just hadn’t wanted to admit it to himself or anyone else, especially Sabeen. He stepped into another sewing shop. The woman working there smiled at him.
“Can I help you, sir?”
“I’m looking for a woman named Sabeen; is she working here?”
Her gray-haired head shook with her negative response. “No one here by that name.”
“Thank you anyway for your time.” He turned and pushed back outside. This was going to take a lot of time. Time he wasn’t sure she had. Where are you, Sabeen?
The next few weeks progressed the same way. No one had heard of her. Drav had gone off somewhere, and Pug hoped he’d had found a lead to follow. For he had nothing, only more no’s than he’d heard in his life.
* * * *
Sabeen closed up the windows that had pushed the spring air through the house when she spied her next appointment coming up to the house. The well-sprung carriage pulled by a matching pair of chestnuts lead her to believe this contained Vicomtesse Chirac. A crest emblazoned upon the door alerted her that her initial belief had an extremely good chance of being correct.
She smoothed her hands down the front of her blue dress and went to open the door. The driver halted the horses, set the brake, and hopped down with ease and swiftness. He opened the door and reached in his hand.
A rich green dress fell into view below the bottom of the door. A woman stepped free and snapped open her parasol to shield her from the spring sun. White lace gloves adorned her hands and only when she faced the cottage did Sabeen get to see her face.
Nutmeg popped into her mind as she stared at the woman. Her smooth skin, flawless. She gathered her skirts in hand and flowed over the ground with grace.
Her full lips turned up in a smile as she halted before Sabeen. “You are Sabeen?”
The French accent was thick, but she still understood. Instantly, she dropped into a deep curtsey. “Yes, madam.”
“I am Ambre Chirac.”
She kept her eyes downcast. “Perhaps you would like to come inside so I can begin?”
“That would be lovely.”
Sabeen held the door for her. “Down to the left.” She moved by with a sweep of silks, and Sabeen focused on the driver. “There will be some food and drink in the kitchen if you would like some. And, feel free to put your horses in our stable; while not much, they are more than welcome.”
“Thank you,” he said, the sun gleamed off his skin that reminded her of the snow which used to cover the ground.
She entered and closed the door behind her. “Jon,” she called out.
He appeared at the top of the stairs. “Yes, Sabeen?”
“Can you bring Vicomtesse Chirac some hot tea? Then, slice some bread and cheese for her driver who may come in later?”
He nodded. “Aye.” Jon hurried down to the first floor and headed for the kitchen, only to pause and come back to her side. He reached out and squeezed her hand. “It will be all right, Sabeen.”
She wished she had his positive perspective. Taking a deep, fortifying breath, she walked down to her new workroom. The first door on the left, it would have been the parlor, but not now.
Vicomtesse Chirac walked among the bolts of fabric Sabeen had placed about, her gloved fingers touching each as she passed them. She looked over at Sabeen when she entered.
“I am looking forward to working with you. It will be much nice to have someone here, so I do not have to travel long to Paris. Madame Roy recommend you and say you are her best worker.”
“Thank you, Vicomtesse.”
“You have children?” she asked as she touched a sapphire blue bolt.
Jon entered the room after a cursory knock. He held the tray in both hands, but Sabeen knew he was shocked by what he saw as well. However, like her, he’d long since learned to contain his reactions.
“Tea?” he queried as he placed the setting down on the only free table space in the room, Sabeen’s small desk.
“Is this your son?”
“Brother,” Sabeen said, sharing a look with Jon.
Jon bowed as he offered the Vicomtesse the cup of tea. Then, he left them alone.
“Any more?”
Sabeen wasn’t one to share much, yet she understood one in her position didn’t ignore a posed question from someone above her station. “Twin sisters.”
Ambre’s face lit up with joy, only to segue into sadness and more than a hint of longing. “How lovely.”
“They are wonderful.”
Vicomtesse Chirac sipped her beverage as she sat, perching on the edge of her seat. “I am look for a few new styles.”
Sabeen retrieved the sketches Madame Roy gave her of the latest fashions and spread them out upon the low table between the seats. Ensuring the woman had a clear view of each, she asked, “Specific ones or all?” She gulped at the realization of her forwardness.
Madame Roy will have me killed if I ruin her best client.
Her gracious smile fell with ease. “All. My husband likes me to have the best. Madame Roy is best, and she say you can deliver it sooner than if I go all the way to Paris.”
“I can,” she vowed without a hint of the uncertainty bubbling in her gut.
Another smile. “Let us discuss colors.”
A few hours later, Sabeen had just finished measurements and was making the final notations in her book when the door burst open. Olivia stood there, eyes wide with worry.
“Sabeen,” she cried. “Ester is very sick.”
“Olivia,” Sabeen corrected. “It is rude to burst in. Apologize to Vicomtesse Chirac.” Her heart thundered like the waves crashing upon the shore at the news of Ester.
Olivia did as ordered, but her face never lost the blatant fear. 
“You should see to your sister.” Vicomtesse Chirac spoke smoothly.
“I am so sorry, Vicomtesse. This will not happen again.”
“Perhaps this young one would like to stay with me and keep me company while you see to Ester.”
Sabeen didn’t want to leave Olivia there, but she had to get to Ester. “Olivia?”
The child looked up and nodded. “Fix her, Sabeen.”
Grasping her as she hastened to the door, Sabeen crouched before Olivia. “Be good. I will return as soon as I can.” She kissed her forehead, turned, and curtsied to the Vicomtesse then fairly dashed out of the door. 
She hit the stairs at a full run, taking them a few at a time. In the room, she found Ester bent over a bowl, shaking with the exertion of her dry heaves. The poor child had nothing left inside her to get rid of.
Jon, who sat beside her, rose the moment Sabeen reached them. Although he didn’t voice his concern, there was no hiding it from his eyes as he held her gaze. Sabeen sat and drew Ester onto her lap. Shivers racked her tiny soiled body.
“I am here, Ester.”
She beckoned for another blanket and covered Ester in it the moment Jon handed it to her. Ester didn’t speak, just burrowed closer to her, coughing and hacking.
“More wood on the fire, Jon. Then, bring me a bowl of water and some cloths. I will set her to rights.”
She hummed to Ester who was in a delirious state as she cleaned her up and put her in the freshly made bed. Jon helped her reposition it closer to the heat. Wiping her brow once Ester lay quiet upon the small bed, Sabeen prayed that whatever plagued this child would be gone soon. All her tricks and knowledge had been used up. Nothing worked.
“She needs a doctor.”
The voice startled Sabeen so much, she reached for the sword she no longer wore on her side. Vicomtesse Chirac stood in the doorway with Olivia’s hand in hers.
“I know, Vicomtesse. We cannot afford one, right now.” Shame burned her mouth as the words were forced past her lips.
“I can. Jon, is it? Yes, I remember it is. Carry her down to my carriage. I will take her.”
Sabeen jerked upright, refusal on her tongue. Ambre leveled a look at her that told her no matter how much she argued, she would not win this.
“I will take care of them. All three. You will work on my clothing. I am sure Olivia would want to be with twin sister. And, Jon want to protect them.”
Ambre released Olivia’s hand and moved across the floor to halt before Sabeen. “I was not always in this life. I was a servant. I will take care of them. I give my word.”
“Jon,” Sabeen said, willing to do whatever to make sure Ester got the needed care. “Take her down. I will pack a bag for all of you.”
Ambre followed her, doing her best to allay Sabeen’s fears, but nothing worked. Sabeen stood silent and alone as the children and Ambre rode off in the carriage. Once they could no longer see her, she collapsed to the ground, tears pouring from her eyes as her failures beat her into the dirt below her knees.
Will I ever see them again? Nausea roiled in her gut, and the heaves began. She dug her fingers into the fertile soil as her body lurched forward over and over again, trying to expel that which she didn’t have inside her.
She had no clue how much time passed before she bumbled to her feet, like a drunkard on the street. Throat raw and eyes burning, she turned and stumbled back into her home. Only it didn’t feel such as one now. The emptiness nearly overwhelmed her. 
She cleaned herself up and put the soiled sheets in a large pot of boiling water. After she ate a small bit, she hung the bedding up to dry. Then, she went to her workroom and took a deep breath. She had to make this work. The children would be back, and she needed money to take care of them.
Holding onto to that bit of hope and belief, Sabeen began the Vicomtesse’s order. She didn’t stop until the gown was finished. Staring at it on the mannequin, she made a few adjustments before she was satisfied.
She collapsed on her bed in the back of the room after putting another log on the fire, just enough to keep back the chill. Bright and early, she carefully packed the dress to keep it safe from the elements. She then attached the nag to the rickety wagon and set off to Vicomtesse Chirac’s residence. The ride was long, and she was nervous when she pulled up before the large home.
Hopping down, she smiled at the footman who came to hold her animal. Reaching into the back, she lifted the dress, ensuring it didn’t touch the dirt, although it was still wrapped. Another footman took her name and had her wait with him while there was an inquiry to see if Vicomtesse was in residence.
A butler finally appeared and beckoned her to follow him. Vicomtesse Chirac awaited her in a sitting room. A tray of tea and sandwiches were waiting.
“Good morning,” she said, rising to her feet.
“Good morning, Vicomtesse.” Sabeen curtsied as best she could holding the heavy weight of the dress. “How is Ester?”
“All of them are fine. I know they will love to see you. Jon is out with my husband right now, and Olivia is with Ester.” A kind smile. “She is getting the best of care.”
“Thank you.” Sabeen cleared her throat. “I brought the lavender dress and will see if any adjustments need to be made. Then, I will finish up the rest of your order.”
“We shall see here.” Strict instructions were given for them not to be disturbed, and after a bit, Sabeen finished buttoning up the back of the dress.
She ran a critical eye over her work, noting a few places where some tucks were needed. As she made notes, she waited for Vicomtesse to say something.
“Madame Roy was right. You are wonderful.” She tugged at the line over her breasts. “Can this fit tighter?”
Pins in her mouth, Sabeen stood before her and gathered a little more material, until her breasts were even more noticeable. 
“Yes. I like this.”
“Very good, Vicomtesse. I will make the same adjustments to the others.”
She captured Sabeen’s wrist. “Can you make the undergarments as well?”
“If that is your wish, of course.”
“I want sexy. One friend has them, and she showed me.”
Sexy undergarments. Sabeen had no idea such things existed. “Lace? Silk?”
Vicomtesse Chirac explained what she wanted, and as she stood there in her sitting room in nothing more than a shift, Sabeen took more measurements. It wasn’t anything she had done before, but she was up for the challenge.
After Ambre was set to rights, she smiled and said, “Would you like to see girls now?”
* * * *
Pug bit back his grunt of discontent. Another dead end. He crumbled the paper in his hand and tossed it to the fireplace by the table. Someone thought they had seen her somewhere so he’d gone on yet another chase.
He kicked the chair in front of him, skidding it across the floor. “Damn! Where is she?”
Although he was in the back of the room, the few people in there turned their heads in his direction. He scowled at them, and they immediately avoided his gaze. Where was Drav? Why had he not come back? What was this lead that he had to follow that was so important?
The barmaid sashayed her way to his side and dragged a finger up the side of his face. “Somethin’ else I can get you, handsome?” Her accent was thick and made it hard to understand; however, he got the gist of it.
“No.” He turned his head and brushed her hand away, breaking the connection.
She wasn’t deterred. She dragged two fingers down between her full breasts and licked her lips in a seductive manner. “Are you sure?”
He stared down his nose at her. “Positive.” Pug shoved to his feet and walked away, pushing out into the rainy morning. Where are you, Drav? He rubbed the back of his neck and made his way to his room. He slammed the door shut behind him and stomped to the bed where he sat with a grunt.
“There has to be an easier way to track this woman down.” He pressed the heels of his hand to his eyes and groaned. “Although I could ask myself why I am chasing a woman around who apparently has no wish to be with me?”
He fell back on the thin bedding. “Because I love her. Because I love her.”
He lifted his legs onto the bed and closed his eyes. After being out all night at a couple places, he was ready for a few hours of solid sleep. He yawned then rolled to his side, determined to do just that, despite the yelling that could be heard outside his door and window.





  
Chapter Nineteen
 
“Thank you, Ms. Sabeen. I will be back tomorrow to pick the rest of my packages up.”
Sabeen smiled and curtsied. “Everything will be ready, Mrs. Rouche.” 
The lady walked down to her waiting coach and was assisted in by the driver. The man tipped his hat to Sabeen as he released the brake and got the horses moving. Sabeen closed the door and rolled her head on her shoulders. Every inch of her was stiff.
Her days and nights were busy. Once people realized they could get Madame Roy’s creations from Sabeen as well, instead of going to order them from Paris, they were coming from more than just the town she was in. She had so much to do, even Sundays were busy.
“Sabeen!” 
“Yes, Ester?” She smiled as the little girl ran by. 
After that scare of losing her, it did Sabeen’s heart so much good to see her back up and about. She was eternally in Vicomtesse Chirac’s debt. The children often went to play on the Chirac estate. Both Ambre and her husband treated them like family.
“Is François coming by today for more lessons?”
“Yes,” she replied. 
François had agreed to teach all of them French. A fact that made her feel so much better, for being in a room alone with him would have made her a bit uneasy. Just because a man is not the captain does not mean he will hurt you. While she couldn’t argue her brain’s comment, she also couldn’t deny how she felt.
“Yay! I am ready. He says I am good and will be like a Frenchwoman in no time.”
“I have no doubt.” She headed to the kitchen and prepared some lunch. “Go get Olivia and Jon, please; it is time to eat.”
Tears pricked her eyes as the child scampered out of the room. Sabeen fed them then took a smaller amount for herself. Once they had finished their meal, she sent the children outside to play while she got back to work. When they came in with François in tow, she barely slowed.
“Bon jour.”
“Bon jour, François.”
He gave her a smile when she looked at him. The girls bounced at his side, chattering how they were learning so much more.
“Ready for lesson?”
“Yes. Please sit. Jon, go get some refreshment for Mr. Marseau, please.”
Jon left, the girls trailing after him, as usual. François moved toward her. “You still insist at being formal.”
“Harder to forget how I was taught.”
He sat on the chair normally reserved for her clients. Moments later, he reached out and covered her hand with his larger one. She stiffened, stilling her movements. Unease slithered across her. Other than Pug, no man touched her without wanting sexual favors of one kind or another.
François released her when the children returned. They weren’t alone. Behind them walked Dravya. She shot to her feet.
“Look who found us, Sabeen,” Olivia called.
“Drav.” Her heart sped up. Drav was always near Pug. Her heart thundered in her chest, anticipation made her palms sweat.
His black gaze took in everything. “Ms. Sabeen.” Attention on François, he gave a sharp nod. “Sir.”
François stared between her and Drav, slowly rising to his full height, which towered over Drav. “You know him?” There was a slight protective tone to his voice. Or was that possessive?
“Yes, his is…a friend.” She hoped she could call Drav such. “Excuse me,” she muttered. “Jon, you three start your lessons.”
Jon carried the tray, and she walked toward Drav, putting the other four out of her mind. 
“What are you doing here, Drav?” She forced herself to relax. “Cap’n is all right? How did you find us?”
“It is what I do. I find people. The captain is looking for you. Last time I laid eyes upon him, he was fine.”
She paused. “Why are you looking for me? And, I thought you left with the ship.”
Drav held her gaze. “We will talk after the children go to bed. I believe you have company. I will wait.”
She picked up on the disapproval when he said company. “Can I get you anything? Food? Drink? Bath?”
“No, I am fine.”
“Very well, then. If you please to make yourself at home. It would be no trouble to fix you anything.”
“Tend to your business. I will wait.” Drav retreated to the wall and almost vanished right before her eyes. He blended in with his surroundings that well. She returned to her stool, retrieved her needle, and joined in the French lesson.
Once the evening meal had been concluded, she walked François to the door. “As always, thank you for coming by to tutor us.”
He smiled. “I enjoy spending time with you. As well as the children.” He took her hand, his large size dwarfing hers. “I would like to talk to you about something important, Sabeen.”
“About?” 
Behind him, the moon rose above the tree line, adding a magical cast about the land.
He squeezed slightly, bringing her attention back to him. His expression serious.
“Us. I know you have a visitor you must see to. Perhaps, we can partake in a picnic soon.” Another squeeze. “Just the two of us.”
She longed to run the other way. “I will try, but I am so busy right now. There are so many orders coming in.”
“Even you deserve some time away.”
She pasted a smile and disengaged her hand from his. “I will have to see.”
He kissed her cheek before she knew what happened.
“I will have to be more persuasive then. Are you sure you would not like me to stay until your visitor leaves?”
“We will be fine. He is a family friend.”
“I shall bid thee goodnight, then.” He walked to his waiting wagon and left moments later.
She returned to the cottage to find Drav near the window, his hand curved around his sword hilt. The sight pulled her up short. Drav released his hold.
“That man wants you.”
She wasn’t offended by his words. Drave had always been blunt, like the rest of the crew. To some, they were coarse and unrefined. To Sabeen, they were honest, unwilling to hide under some façade.
Leading the way to the kitchen, she didn’t respond to his statement. Instead, she fixed some tea for both of them and set it out. As she stirred her own drink, she sat and gestured for him to do the same.
“You needed to talk to me?” she asked, hoping to get him back on why he had shown up at her door.
Drav ignored his drink and stared at her. She wasn’t positive, but she thought there was disappointment in his gaze.
“Why do you believe the captain would not look for you?”
“Why would he?” She was honestly curious. “He owes me nothing. I am grateful for him escorting myself and the children safely across the ocean and to England. He, along with his parents, were instrumental in locating Crissy and Stephen’s family. I am making my own way.”
“You are important to him.”
If it were only that easy. After her last interaction with Pug, she wasn’t entirely sure about that. She wrung her fingers after placing her cup down and closed her eyes for a second.
“Is he in trouble? Can I do something for him?” She owed him so much she would do whatever she could to help him.
“He needs you back in his life.”
“Last time I saw Cap’n, he was just fine without my presence.” How those words hurt passing her lips. 
“You know I met him while he was away at Eton. We ran into each other outside of town. A few of the locals had thought it would be fun to pick on me because of how I look. He stepped in and stopped them. He had saved my life that day, and I owed him my loyalty.”
“Surely, you would not have been killed by them?”
“No, I would have killed them. My life has been about war and killing. Those two privileged boys would have died instantly, and that would have signed my own death promise as they were second sons of a duke and an earl.”
She sipped some more of her tea. Drav leaned back, finally beginning to look a bit more relaxed. “You were there for learning?”
“No. I would be no more welcome there than you. I was looking for a ship, and he was recovering from having lost his love.”
“Lady Jo Wilkes.”
“You know?”
“We did talk on the voyage over. He never gave me her name, but it was not hard to put together, especially when I saw her walk in the house.” She couldn’t forget how all his attention had snapped to Jo, nor could she forget the pain of jealousy his look grew within her.
“He is no longer in love with her.”
She shrugged as if it didn’t matter to her one way or another, although she was pretty sure Drav saw the truth.
“When he went to work on a ship,” he continued. “I accompanied him. It did not take him long to take over a different ship and make her his own.”
“What happened to the old captain?”
He stared at her, black eyes fathomless. A chill ran up her spine, and she decided she had no wish to learn the truth in that regard.
“What does all of this have to do with the captain, Drav?”
“He needs you.”
“For what? You have not said what it is that I can do for him?” She hooked her ankles and prayed he would tell her. A desire that wasn’t to be fulfilled. Drav rose with a sad smile.
“I must be getting back to the captain. I am glad you are well, Sabeen.”
“You are leaving now? At least stay the night.”
“I have a lot of ground to cover. Good night.” He sketched a bow and was gone before it registered he had said good night instead of goodbye.
She hastened to the door, yanked it open, and found nothing but the typical night sights. No sign of Drav. He’d just vanished.
* * * *
Pug walked out of the last store on this street, not with any better news than the ones he’d previously frequented. He squinted at the shinning sun and adjusted his tricorn before waving down a hack to take around to the next one. He had one more place to check before he went to the closest drinking establishment and imbibed. 
He dodged the drunks and the women who worked the streets as he made his way to a better section of town. Pug held the door for an exiting woman and her servant before he stepped inside. Unlike the previous places he’d been in, this one was bright and had a wide variety.
A woman with gray hair walked up from the back and gave him a welcoming smile.
“Good afternoon, sir,” she said in French. “Can I help you with something?”
“I am looking for someone, and I hope you have seen her.”
“I am Madame Roy, and this is my shop. I see a lot of people.”
He was counting on it. There weren’t many clothing places left for him to check. “I am looking for a woman named Sabeen. Perhaps, she was looking for work.”
Something flashed in her eyes that made him instantly suspicious. He never allowed his own expression to give anything away, especially his doubt in her and the next words that would be leaving her mouth.
“Sorry. I do not recognize the name.”
The lie dripped from her lips like slow dragging honey. Soft enough to sway but sticky with deceit. He grunted and moved toward a mannequin draped in what he assumed to be one of the latest fashions.
Would Sabeen like to wear dresses such as these? He had a large number of satins and silk dresses on his ship, but Sabeen had never worn them. She’d been much more at ease in the trousers. And, personally, it seemed much more fitting for her to be scampering about the junk without all the cloth gathered around her legs, potentially causing her danger.
He would have no issues, however, in dressing her in the finest velvets and silks if that was what she wished. I have to locate her first.
“Are you sure? I was informed she had been seen here.”
“No one but me, sir.”
“Lord York, actually. A shame, really, I was hoping to find her.” At the mention of his title, she blanched a bit. Good, let her be uncomfortable.
“Perhaps, I could deliver a message, my lord?”
“I fail to see how you could accomplish such a feat.” His lip curled with disdain as he touched one finger to the pink silk dress before him. “You said you did not recognize the name.” He walked away, leaving without a look. 
He longed to burst back in there and break things until she came clean with the truth. Pug knew she had lied to him about knowing Sabeen. Instead, however, he found a place he could watch the establishment and waited. He watched everyone who entered and left. He also followed the woman as she left for the day. Nothing, but he wasn’t giving up hope. This was the closest he’d been since Sabeen had left him in England.
One month later, still no closer to finding Sabeen than he had been, he woke from a dead sleep—where Sabeen had been the focus—rolling from the bed, sword in one hand and pistol in the other. The man at the point of his blade stared at him without emotion, the candlelight from the beeswax taper he held flicked with hungry jerks.
“If it is all the same to you, Captain, I prefer not to die tonight.”
“Drav,” he said, turning to set the weapons down. Then, he tugged on his black breeches. “Where have you been?”
The Gurkha walked to the chair by the window and peered out before seating himself. “Looking for you. You were not staying in the same place as when I left.”
“I had to move with the sections I checked. Otherwise, I spent too much time traveling to and from my room. I am trying to find her, Drav.”
“I did.”
“It is not like I want to waste all my free time walking to get to the next establishment that— What? What did you say? You found her?” His heart pounded with anticipation.
Drav nodded. “I did. And the children. They are doing well.”
He reached for his shirt. “Where is she? How far?”
“A few days ride from here. She is in a small town as their seamstress. She has a good many clients, including some members of peerage.”
He tugged the cloth over his head then paused. “Is she happy?”
“I cannot answer that, Captain. She has a man who is courting her. The same one who is teaching her and the children French. I checked him out; he is a good man.”
Pug didn’t give a damn if he was a saint. Sabeen was his woman. He’d not fought for Jo because she wasn’t who he’d ultimately wanted. Sabeen was the one he wanted.
“Take me to her,” he ordered, ignoring the exhaustion in his friend’s gaze. As always, without argument, Drav rose and walked to the door. Pug shoved his few items into his bag and said, “I am ready.”
“By foot, horse, or carriage, Captain?”
“Horse.”
They took a hack to a livery stable and rented two animals, to allow Fineas a bit more rest. Securing his items, Pug watched his friend, aware he was tired. He knew Drav could sleep in the saddle, though, so he let it go. Not to mention the pressing need he had to get to the small place and find Sabeen.
They swung into their saddles and set off into the surrounding darkness. As they rode, he realized he hadn’t asked Drav if she was all right with this man who was courting her.
Slowed by some rainy spring weather, it was over a week before they rode into the town. He readjusted his tricorn and kept his eyes on Drav, who navigated them through the businesses and houses right back to the country.
“Drav?”
“Her house is outside of town, Captain.”
Impatience gnawed at Pug, but he managed to keep it contained. They were close; that’s what he held onto. That tiny bit of knowledge.
They rode up into the yard of a cottage. There was a barn, along with a chicken coop. He swung down and handed the reins of his mount to Drav, who stood beside him. 
“She is there, Captain. She works from this house.”
“Put the horses in the barn, Drav. I will go see if she is home.” He strode off, legs eating up the distance as his heart beat faster. He hadn’t seen her in so long.
He took off his hat, raked a hand through his hair, and knocked. Silence met him, so he knocked again.
The door opened, and he found himself staring down into Sabeen’s clear brown gaze once more. Her eyes wide with shock at seeing him. He didn’t miss a beat, just gripped her chin in his hand, dipped his head, and kissed her.
Her familiar taste poured into him, giving life to parts that had faded with their separation. Her tongue danced with his as she whimpered. He broke it off and looked down at her, releasing her.
“’ello, luv.”





  
Chapter Twenty
 
Sabeen blinked rapidly a few times, unsure whether to believe her own eyes as she stared at the man standing before her. The one who had just kissed her and reclaimed all of her heart and soul. Not that he’d lost it, but this merely reaffirmed the fact.
He was here. Standing right before her. Glaring at her?
“Cap’n. What are you doing here?”
A muscle flexed in his jaw. “Are the children here?”
“No, they are visiting some friends.”
“Do you have anyone here?” The question vibrated with danger.
She shook her head. “I am working on a dress. The children will be back tomorrow.”
He swept her up in his arms and entered her house, kicking the door shut behind him. She gripped his arms, as always impressed by his strength. 
“Bed?”
“Back of where I work.” She pointed, and he carried her in there. He maneuvered through the fabrics and other things in the room until he bypassed the screen protecting her bed. Only then did he place her on her feet. This time, he took both his hands and cupped her face before reclaiming her mouth.
She sank into him, spreading her hands out upon his chest, wishing he wore clothing as he had on the ship where his skin was exposed. As it was, she had to be content with being able to touch him. 
His tongue plunged deep as he kissed her. Devoured her. Owned her. The second he undid one button on the back of her dress, she attacked the ones on his shirt, exposing the skin she so desperately sought.
It may not be the smart thing for her to be doing, but when it came to this man, nothing mattered. She would contemplate consequences later. Right now, she wanted to allow herself another indulgent time with Pug.
Her fingers slid through his chest chair and up along his shoulders where she shoved the shirt back. The cool air hit her skin as he released the final button of her dress. He drew hard on her lip before letting it go and staring at her. His eyes were vibrant with his desire, and as he’d always managed to do—make her feel beautiful—he did once more.
She watched him shrug free of his shirt before he helped her remove the dress. It pooled around her ankles, and she stood before him in nothing but a thin linen shift. He bunched it in his hands and pulled it off over her head.
A low rumble filled the room, and it took her a moment to realize it came from the man staring at her like she was his last meal. The hunger streamed from his gaze. She allowed him to look his fill until she grew impatient and reached for the weapons belts on his lower body. She carefully undid the buckles and set each one down on the small stool she had back there. 
Naked, she dropped to her knees and undid the ties holding his pistol to his leg as well before removing that from his body. Standing slowly, she dragged her fingers along the outsides of his legs until she reached the fastener.
He captured her wrist, and she looked up to meet his gaze. She licked her lower lip then tugged so she could undo it. He let her go. She opened his breeches. His cock, large and thick, sprang into view. Her mouth watered, and she focused on lowering them even more. Not putting her attention on his thickness and how much she wanted to have him buried deep inside her.
Thankfully, he’d kicked off his boots, so she just had to take the trousers off his legs. His hands were there to assist her back to her feet. He wrapped his arms around her, tugging her until their bodies stood flush to one another.
“Blame, I ‘ave missed you, luv.”
He took possession of her mouth again. She’d missed him, as well. Pug lifted her in his arms and placed her gently on the bed, covering her with his larger, stronger body. She spread her hands along the muscled expanse of his back, raking him slightly with her nails as she undulated beneath him. She didn’t want to wait any longer.
He didn’t make her. Shifting a tiny bit, he slid into her, filling her. Stretching her with one smooth push. She gasped as her slit accommodated his size. Pug held still, allowing her to adjust before he began to move. 
In and out, he stroked as his tongue worked the same pace in her mouth. She gasped when he released her lips. She tipped her head back as he kissed his way down her neck, murmuring to her in a language she wasn’t familiar with.
He pressed his face into the curve of her neck as he increased the speed of his thrusts. He grabbed a handful of her hair with one hand and held her hip with his other.
She danced with him, taking when he gave, following him when he retreated, wanting, needing more. Her body was aflame with desire as he stoked her to a fevered pitch. Her moans grew to cries of ecstasy. 
They rode the wave of pleasure together. His face remained buried in her neck until she neared the cusp. He pulled away and cupped her face, demanding a visual connection as she came hard. The scream left her mouth and entered his as he captured her lips yet again.
He pumped his hips four more times before his shaft jerked within her, and she felt his seed filling her in the deepest parts. His release triggered another of her own, and she shuddered as they owned her.
He gentled the kiss and pressed two quick pecks on her nose. “We have to talk, luv.”
Talk? She could hardly think straight with all the passion hazing her. “Now?” she asked.
His chuckle was the same as the one she’d come to crave on the ship and after. Familiar. Warm. A bit mischievous.
“Now? Definitely not. We have other things to do right now.”
It didn’t take her more than a heartbeat to figure out what he meant. He lowered his head to her breast and suckled the nipple. Her body spasmed, back arching and another cry escaping as more pleasure rolled over her.
* * * *
Pug stared at the woman slumbering in his arms. Thick curved lashes graced her cheeks. Sabeen had lost some weight since he’d last seen her, and she had circles under her eyes. He wanted nothing more than to toss her over the back of his horse and ride as fast as possible to England where he could put her at Falcon House until she mended then take her back to The Immortal Avenger.
They’d spent the day in bed, making love. She’d finally fallen asleep, but he refused, scared almost that she wouldn’t be there when he woke. I love you, Sabeen. Words he couldn’t say aloud, for some reason.
Would she want to stay here? Who had put her up in this situation? Who was the man who Drav said was courting her? Pug had so many questions for her. He wanted to shake her awake, but he refrained, knowing she was exhausted.
He didn’t want to leave her, but he carefully left the bed and tugged on his breeches. Yanking his shirt on over his head, he padded out to the rest of her house. He found Drav in the kitchen, eating some food. Their eyes met, and the man shoved the plate in his direction.
“Animals secure?” Pug asked, reaching for a piece of bread as he sat.
“Yes, Captain.”
“Have you gotten any sleep?”
“Not yet. I wanted to remain alert while you were otherwise occupied.”
“Go find a bed, Drav. I am awake for a while now. She and I have a lot to discuss when she wakes.”
A rare smile lifted his lips. “Is that not what you said you had to do on our way here? You have been with her for hours and, yet, no discussion?”
“There was discussion, Drav. Just not that kind.” He shook his head, glad his friend was not upset for having to sit out here while he indulged in the woman he had every intention of spending the rest of his life with.
“As you say, Captain.” He rose and walked out.
Pug knew he’d gone upstairs, despite not hearing any footsteps. Drav could be as silent as a shadow, usually was. Finishing off the bread, he got himself a drink then went back to the room Sabeen obviously used as her work space and sleeping. That meant the children had the rooms upstairs.
He walked back to her bedside and cleared off the stool before occupying it. He removed his shirt and set it beside him. She’d barely moved. Only turned to her side and had her hands lying loosely at her side. He would happily watch her sleep.
One second, he stared at a slumbering woman; the next, he was ensnared by her sharp gaze. “Cap’n,” she breathed.
“Luv.”
She snapped her stare around, and he reached to his left before tossing her his shirt. Sabeen didn’t argue about it with him, just sat and slid it on before doing up the buttons.
“What are you doing here?” she asked, touching her lips with a hesitating motion, almost as if trying to relive the touch of his.
“I love the way my shirt looks on you. Perhaps, you should stay like this forever.” The words just slipped free.
She lifted her hair free from where it had been contained by the shirt. “In your clothes or in the bed?”
He caressed her cheek. “Either is fine by me.”
She averted her eyes and fiddled with the bottom of his shirt. “What are you doing here?”
He knew she’d asked this before, but the insistence in her tone didn’t allow him to ignore her this time. “Drav told me he found you.”
Sabeen held his gaze, and he couldn’t make out her expression. It was the woman he’d first seen in the cave—exception being her rumpled state—where he wasn’t sure of the thoughts streaking through her mind.
He moved to sit beside her on the bed. “You just left me without a word. No note. No anything.”
“Why would I have? You made your stance clear to me before you left.”
“I admit I was an asshole to you. I did not want you to leave, Sabeen. I have spent all of my time since I got back bloody well hunting you down. Why would I do that if I did not care?”
“I cannot answer that.” She slid from the bed and picked up her dress before turning her back to him and redressing in her own clothing. “I have work to do.” She walked away.
He stared at the spot she’d just stood, blinking. Had she truly just walked away from him? As if he didn’t matter? And what he was trying to say was unimportant?
Pug stomped out after her, halting when he spied her sitting on a padded stool, working on a dress. She’d gathered her hair back into a serviceable bun. He wanted to rip the tie out and allow it to fall around her shoulders, sink his fingers in it, and kiss her.
“What is this about?” he asked.
“What are you talking about, Cap’n?” She spoke around the pins in her mouth as she hemmed the dress.
“You. Acting like this.”
She paused and took the pins from her mouth. “Why are you angry?”
“Because you bloody ran away,” he seethed.
“I did what I had to do for the children. I could not expect you to take care of us for the rest of our lives. I—”
“Why not? Why can you not expect that of me?” He stood beside the mannequin, got pissed again, and moved it out of her way before taking its place. “Look at me, Sabeen. Look at me and tell me why you said that.”
She replaced the pins in the cushion and looked everywhere except him for a while. He recognized the uncertainty when she finally allowed the eye contact.
“I suspect you would be marrying, and what wife would want you helping a runaway slave and three children not your own?”
“And, you thought I would just toss you to the side?” He scrubbed a hand down his face. “You still do not trust me, do you?”
“Captain,” Drav said, breaking the increasing tension. “A wagon approaches.”
“I thought you said the children were gone until tomorrow.”
She stood. “They are.”
“Is it the man who thinks to court you?” The amount of venom in his tone shocked even him with that statement.
“I believe,” she said, stepping to the right and reaching for some packages. “It is Mrs. Colton, who is a bit early to pick up her items. Excuse me.” She lifted the three parcels in her arms and walked to the door past Drav. Once there, she took a final glance back before walking away.
He took two steps after her before Drav got in his way. Pug arched an eyebrow at him.
“You are not properly dressed, Captain. Surely, you have no wish to ruin her reputation by showing in front of another woman wearing only your breeches in an unmarried woman’s home.”
He held up his hands. “Go keep an eye on her, Drav, and make sure it is not that man.”
The man nodded once and left. Pug retrieved his shirt and had shrugged into it and was done with the buttons when Sabeen returned to the room, Drav in tow. She slowed and clasped her hands before her. “Mrs. Colton.”
“Anymore coming by tonight?”
“Not to my knowledge, no.”
He stalked toward her. “Leave us, Drav.”
Pug knew the man followed his instruction and didn’t bother checking to make sure. He strode up to Sabeen until his feet touched the hem of her dress. “Let me tell you something, Sabeen. Something I have told you many times before. I will never do anything like that to you. I do not know why you are not trusting my word on this.”
“I trust you, Cap’n.”
He stared at her seeing complete honesty in her gaze. “But?” he asked.
Were he to think on it, he may not wish to hear her answer.
“Why would I assume you would give up your future? For someone like me. Words have been spoken to me, and every time I believed them, I ended up with more lash marks. Or I would spend time in the chains.” A tremor racked her body at that admission.
He leaned toward her, only to halt when she held up her hand. The pain and torment that flashed before she controlled it was equivalent to a rapier skewering him in the chest.
“As much as I trust, Cap’n, you have it.” She rose to her feet, twinning her fingers, only to release them. “There is no one else in the world I trust more than I do you. Those are not words I say—have not—to anyone. But, I cannot allow you to believe I do not trust you. You and your crew.”
“Me more, though, right?” He brought her flush to his chest. His question had come as a jest, wanting to see laughter and the sparkle back in her eyes. Grudgingly, he would admit he craved her affirmation to stroke his ego.
She graced him with a slight and tentative smile. Not much, but he would take it. “It is a close tie between you and Tau.”
With a slow shake of his head, he cupped her face, drawing his thumbs along her lips. “I will take it.”
When she attempted to step away, he tightened his grip on her skin. “Sabeen, I came after you because…” She stared at him with wide, guileless eyes. “…because I am in love with you. I know you do not share feelings, and I am not asking for a declaration from you in return, luv. I wanted you to know. I also want—”
She kissed him. Wrapped her arms tightly about his neck and gave him hope.





  
Chapter Twenty-One
 
Sabeen finished her dress and yawned. The lantern burned low, making her glad to be completed for the night. The job had taken much longer than she had anticipated, but given her attention remained on Pug’s admission, it made sense.
He’d said he loved her.
Could it be true? She glanced over to where he sat in the chair. The same place he’d been since she’d left his arms and began working. If she didn’t know better, she would believe he was bored and possibly sleeping. However, she did know better. The man wasn’t sleeping. He was observing. Watching her. He slouched in the chair, his long legs stretched out before him, the muscles gripped by the black material. One arm lay along the chair’s arm, an empty glass dangling from his fingertips. The other hand, he had braced against his head. Thumb on jaw and index finger on his forehead. His hair was unconfined and fell forward over his eye, making it hard for her to see what he looked at.
Still, she didn’t really need to see it. She could feel his stare. It burned her. Possessed her. Replacing her work tools, she got to her feet and stretched her back.
“Are you sleeping in that chair?” she asked, picking up the lantern. “Or would you like a room upstairs?”
“Where are you sleeping?”
“Down here, as I do every night.”
“Here works fine for me.”
The implication of his words froze her momentarily. “As you say, Cap’n. I will go see if there is anything I can do for Drav.”
Pug remained in the same position when she returned to the room. However, the moment she shut the door, he pushed to his feet and moved toward her. One candle offered light and glinted off his incredible blue eyes, his hair still partially hiding one as it fell forward. 
Right on cue, her fingers itched to smooth it back from his face, but she didn’t move. He trailed a fleeting touch along the collar of her dress. Silent, he turned her around and undid the button at the base of her neck. Then, the next. And, the next.
She trembled, locking her knees to keep from sinking to the floor. When the material slid over her shoulders and down, she did nothing to stop it. Somewhere, she knew this was a foolish move on her part, but she needed Pug and his touch like she needed her next breath.
When she was naked, he lifted her and carried her to the narrow bed, taking her lips as he lowered them both.
She was alone when she woke, no sign of Pug or that he had spent the night in her bed, taking her over and over until they were both too exhausted to move. Rising, she bathed quickly and pulled on a green dress.
Leaving the room, she was surprised to hear silence. There wasn’t even conversation between Pug and Drav. Had they left? Would he do such a thing without a farewell?
She opened the front door and couldn’t help the chuckle that escaped her. Drav and Pug were in the chicken pen covered with feathers. Lifting her dress slightly, she headed toward them and cleared her throat.
“Something you two were looking for with the chickens?”
Pug yanked some feathers from his hair. “Eggs. And, do not presume we have not seen your laughter, luv.”
“It is a bit amusing. Two scary pirates covered in feathers.”
“Privateers,” Pug said. An answer she was expecting.
“I am curious about one thing, Cap’n.”
“What would that be?” he asked over the squawking.
“Why would a privateer name his ship The Immortal Avenger?”
He crossed his arms and glared. “Get in here and assist.”
She let herself in the gate and shook her head again, more laughter bubbling up. “Your ship?”
“I liked the name. Sounded better to me than the Lady Anne.”
She opened the coop door and entered. The chickens were upset and continued to flap and squawk. Using part of her dress to hold the eggs, she gathered them and departed without incident.
“It had the name Lady Anne?”
He shared a look with Drav, who then hopped the fence and shook his head to dislodge remaining feathers. “Yes. I did not see myself captaining a ship named that.”
“So, you changed the name.”
He swept her up in his arms and lifted her over the barrier, mindful of the eggs she carried, and set her back on her feet. “Benefits of being the captain, luv.”
She shrugged and walked back to the cottage. “I will fix you both some food.”
When it was ready, she called them in. They ate it all with gusto and thanked her for it. 
“We are going to reinforce the pen and where your cow is.” They pushed away from the table and walked to the door. She cleared the table and got ready to return to her own work.
“Captain!”
The cry poured into the house, and she wiped her hands off on the towel as she went to the window. Jon, Ester, and Olivia all ran to Pug and Drav, giving and receiving hugs. However, it was the one behind them who made her hesitate. François had returned.
She left the house and approached the man in the wagon.
“Sabeen,” Ester cried, voice full of joy. “Did you see who has come?”
“I did,” she said.
Ester sat easily in Pug’s arms, and it made Sabeen think about him with children of his own. She had no doubt he would be a good father. If he stayed home and off the seas.
The gazes from both Pug and François were upon her; she could feel the two of them, regardless of only looking at François. His expression, tight and uneasy.
“Good morning, François,” she said in French.
“Good morning, Sabeen,” he replied, climbing down from the wagon. “Is everything all right?”
She smiled. “Of course.”
He captured her arm and drew her in close. The growl she heard must have been her imagination. 
“Who is this man…are these men?” His question fell with a hint of disapproval.
“Friends.”
“From where?”
She took offense to his questioning her and those she allowed around her. Biting back her snappish reply, she removed his hand just as Pug and Ester neared. François stood taller than Pug, but the man didn’t look the least bit concerned. 
“Who are you?” François directed the question with borderline courtesy. “And, what are you doing here?”
Pug set Ester down and, with a kiss to the top of her head, sent her on her way. He tugged on his shirtsleeve before managing a way to look down his nose at François despite being shorter. “I fail to see how my name is of any importance. The same goes for my reason of being here.”
Sabeen wanted to crawl in a hole. Pug was spoiling for an altercation. François didn’t take the bait. He just grunted and turned back to her. “I was thinking today would be the day for our picnic.”
Where was that hole?
She swallowed and wiped her hands off on the sides of her dress. “I do not know, François. The children have just returned, and I still have much work to do.” A deep breath. “Plus, I have visitors.”
He scowled and beckoned her farther away from Pug. “Who is this man?”
“I have already answered that question, François. I will not do so again.”
“I do not understand a reason for a man like him to be here.” He crossed his arms. “I will be by later to take you on the picnic. Jon can keep the girls for a little while without you.”
He left, and she stood there as he departed just waiting, well aware it was coming.
“A picnic, then?” Pug asked in a deceptively calm voice.
She angled her body to face him. “I thought you were fixing the coop.”
“I was. Now,” he rubbed his jaw, “I want to know about him and why you speak to him in French.”
“He has been teaching us,” Ester piped up. “He comes in the evenings. He likes Sabeen.”
Pug’s eyes deepened as emotions swirled within them. “I see.”
“Ester, no need to—”
“Now, Sabeen,” he said. “Let her speak.”
“Sure,” she muttered. “I have to go say hello to the other two.” She walked off before Ester could get her into even more trouble.
Jon and Olivia were by Drav. Jon speaking, but Olivia had a frown on her face. Sabeen crouched beside her. “What is the matter, Olivia?”
“I want to stay with Vicomtesse Chirac.”
“I wish I had the ability to offer you what she can, Olivia, but I do not.” She worked hard to keep the pain of the child’s words from being expressed in her tone.
“She has everything.”
Her smile was forced. “I am sure she does. Excuse me.” She walked inside after giving Jon a hug. Only once the door had closed behind her and she stood in the small kitchen did she allow the tears to fall.
“Why are you crying?” Pug touched her shoulder.
She’d not even heard him come in the house. Sabeen wiped at her eyes with furious swipes, determined not to let the children see her like this.
“They are out with Drav. He will keep them busy.”
She looked to him. “How did you know I was crying?”
“I saw your face when Olivia talked to you. What did she say?”
“She would rather live with Vicomtesse Chirac than me.” The words wobbled as they left her mouth.
“She is young, Sabeen.”
“I am not mad she wants to live there, Cap’n. I am mad because I cannot give them more. I still struggle with if I did the right thing by them or not.”
He gripped her chin, forcing an eye connection. “Had you left them and just run yourself, would they be alive?” 
She didn’t know how to answer. She wasn’t sure of anything anymore. So, she shrugged.
“I doubt they would be. That island was in an uproar. Children do not tend to fare well when adults battle.”
“I cannot claim to have done any better. Ester almost died when we were in Paris. Even once we moved out here, she was not well. Vicomtesse Chirac took her to the physician she uses. I could not help her; it took someone with money.” She groaned and pulled from his touch, not wanting to see any sympathy in his expression.
“Sabeen,” he began.
“No, Cap’n. I acted rashly and made a decision that is affecting their future. I should not have done this. I should have left things how they were.” She walked away to her workstation, ignoring the tears that slipped free and ran down her cheeks.
* * * *
Pug thought about the devastation on Sabeen’s face. It had been so real it ripped at his heart. He swung the axe, chopping some wood posts to add more support to the fencing around the chickens now. Later, he would be working on the small barn. He and Drav had the children out with them. They were all a bit subdued, and he finally approached Jon.
“All three of you are quiet. What is the problem?”
Jon instantly shook his head. “Nothing.”
“You know, when I first met Colin, the size of his house and everything he had amazed me. I did not want to leave.”
Jon sat on a stump, shoulders slumping. “Does it make me a bad person for wanting more?”
Pug sat beside him, axe falling by his thigh as he hooked his arms around his knees. “No. You have every right to want more.”
“I feel like I am betraying Sabeen. She has given up so much for all of us, and here I am, wanting something only someone else can provide.”
Pug picked a long blade of grass and put it in his mouth as he laid one leg flat. “You are growing up; it is not wrong.”
“Can I tell you something?”
“Of course.”
Jon cleared his throat before he spoke again. “Vicomtesse Chirac and her husband asked us if we wanted to live with them permanently.”
Pug’s eyebrows rose along with his surprise. “Does Sabeen know about this?” I need to find out about this Vicomtesse Chirac.
He shook his head. “I told the girls not to say anything to her about it.” He scrubbed a hand down his face. “I do not know what to do.”
Pug weighed his words carefully. “What you are faced with is a major decision. Are you hesitant to accept because it would leave Sabeen alone?”
“Yes.” He shifted on the wood. “People think we are her brother and sisters. I do not…” He shrugged again. “I do not know what to do.”
“Sabeen has given up a lot for the three of you. Doing everything she could to ensure you have food and safety, right?”
“Always. When Ester was sick, she would go out at night and make her way through the dangerous parts of town to get some herbs for her. She barely ate, for we did not have much, and she always fed us first. She never complained, just worked hard and did right by us.”
Pug’s gut twisted. None of that would have happened if he’d not been the ass he was and she’d felt the need to leave.
“Do you think she would stop you from going?” Pug asked. “The Sabeen I know does not have a selfish bone in her body.”
“That is because she is a good person. I do not believe I am.”
“Why is that?”
“I want to go. I would have the opportunity to have actual schooling, learn to be a gentleman, perhaps even have a horse of my own. Be someone more than a boy who was born into slavery.”
“Those wants do not make you a bad person, Jon.”
“I feel as if it does.” He swung his legs. “I owe her so much, and now, I want something she cannot give me.”
“And, you know the girls want to go as well?”
He nodded, keeping silent this time.
“Do you know much about Vicomtesse Chirac and her husband?”
“We have been over there numerous times. She is a friend of Sabeen’s.”
“So, you have been playing with their children?”
“No, they do not have any of their own.” 
Things made a bit more sense, now. “Only you can make the decision, Jon. I do not think Sabeen would tell you that you are not allowed to do this, if it is what you truly want.”
“Can you see if you think we will be safe there?”
“What do you mean?”
“Like you did when Crissy and Stephen went to their uncle. You talked to them first.”
He nodded. “I will find out what I can about them and let you know.”
Jon turned on the trunk and stared at him with solemn eyes. “Will you take care of Sabeen when we are gone?”
He had plans to do just that. “I do not think she has designs to be taken care of.”
Jon never smiled. “I like François enough, but she would be stuck doing this sewing for the rest of her life. She misses being outside.”
A stab of jealousy hit him at the other man’s name. “Does she have a relationship with him?”
“If she does, she keeps it secret. I have never seen her with him unless we were around.”
That soothed his irritation a bit more. “Yet, he is here often.”
“He was one of the first people we met here. He comes a few times a week to give us French lessons.”
“All of you?”
“Sabeen insisted. I think his intentions were just for her.”
Pug had no doubt about that. “We should get back to work.”
They both rose and were soon back to sawing, tying, and sweating as they did the repairs. Drav assisted, as well. while the girls played nearby.
Standing next to a bucket of cold water, Pug allowed the droplets from the rag he’d used on his neck to run down his shirt. He didn’t mind hard labor. The time he’d been searching for Sabeen, he found himself missing it. The gentry did a lot of sitting around on their asses, and he wasn’t wired that way. He wanted to be active. It never failed, but from his experiences, the more money one had the less they did. 
His parents were an exception. Colin was often seen in the fields, helping out his tenants with work. Same with Trystan, he wasn’t one to sit and loaf around, either.
They had finished up when the creaking of an approaching wagon grabbed Pug’s attention. Instantly alert, he watched the familiar silhouette of the man Sabeen called François grow closer.
He halted the wagon and dismounted, his large body moving with fluid ease. His head angled slightly, and he met Pug’s gaze even as he made his way to the front door. Pug shared a look with Drav as he mulled over what action to take.
Pug was pleased to see that Sabeen didn’t allow him entrance but stood out there to converse with him. He brushed off his hands and walked toward the couple.
“I just do not know, François,” she said in French.
“It will be fun. Come with me,” he cajoled in the same language.
Pug wasn’t in agreement with that. She, in his opinion, didn’t need to go anywhere with that man. Sabeen flicked her stare in his direction, for a brief second, then returned it to the one before her.
“I brought a feast, Sabeen. Madame Belrose made it up.” He shifted his feet and flexed the fingers gripping his hat. “Come help me eat it.”
Pug circled around and walked up behind Sabeen, forcing back his primitive desire to claim her before this man. Make it so he had no doubt this woman was off limits, and he should just climb back up in his wagon and never return.
“Can I help you?” François asked, more of that barely there respect in his tone.
“No,” Pug said. “I have everything I need. May I assist you with something?” 
The slump in Sabeen’s shoulders informed him she’d picked up on his challenge.
“I am having a private discussion with the lady.”
He sniffed and crossed his arms. “I heard. A picnic. Sounds like fun. Come along, Sabeen. He says he has a feast.”
The woman between them wasn’t happy with him, he knew that, but he wasn’t about to let her go off with François alone. Not as long as he was breathing.
“This was to be a private outing with myself and Sabeen.”
“It is my job to keep her safe, and since I do not know you, I will be accompanying the two of you.”
“Who are you, sir?” François asked, more than a bit perturbed. “What is your connection with Sabeen that allows you to stay here without any chaperone and make such claims about her needing protection?”
Pug slanted his gaze to her face, but she wasn’t looking in his direction. Probably a good thing, for he was sure it would cut him to his knees if she had.
“I am a family friend. And, my father asked me to keep her safe. I was late in arriving, but I am here now, and trust me, I take my job very seriously.”
“Who is your father?”
“The Earl of Clifton.”
They may have been in France, but even so, titles were titles. Pug nearly puffed his chest out. “Go get your wagon; we will be ready to go. The children can stay here with Dravya. Come, Sabeen,” he said, motioning her to the cottage.
She didn’t speak, even as he got her inside and shut the door behind them. Turning her so they were face to face, he nearly stepped back because of the flames raging in her eyes.
“Exactly what did you think you were doing out there, Captain?”
He lowered his face to hers. “Keeping you safe. Get your shawl.”
She poked her finger into his chest and stepped closer. “I know what you are doing; you are trying to manage me. This will not end up the way you are hoping, Lord York.” She yanked her shawl off the hook and shoved by him to get to the door.
The way she’d sneered Lord York he knew he was going to be making up for this. He’d never heard his title dripping with such derision, not even when he removed the family who had claimed it—illegally—from their home. Every inch of him longed to drag her back to him and kiss her, but he didn’t allow himself the pleasure, knowing full well he’d not stop at just one kiss.
He turned to trail her out the door, only to find she shut it in his face. Pug rested his head against the wood for a moment, willed his body under control then stepped outside to see her being escorted into François’ wagon.





  
Chapter Twenty-Two
 
Sabeen wanted to scream in frustration, yet at the same time, the urge to giggle like a young maiden was present. Pug’s nerve to assume she wanted—or needed—his protection as she went with François made her livid, on one hand, but on the other, giddy. Perhaps, he did care as he had said. Not that she had any desire to go on this picnic. She’d managed to put François off so far, but now, along comes Pug, and he practically pushes her off on the trip. Granted, he was accompanying her, but still.
She smiled at François as he drove them along the road. He didn’t seem the happiest, but he at least kept his unpleased opinion to himself.
“Where did you say you knew him from?” 
She angled herself in the seat, so she had a better view of him. He handled the reins with ease, a man who had been doing it for a long time. Smoothing her hands over her skirt, she took a deep breath.
“When we were over in England, I stayed for a while at Falcon House, the Earl of Clifton’s country home.”
“That was not a lie?”
She blinked a few times. “A lie? Why would he lie?”
“He does not exactly dress like a son of a well-off earl. He dresses more like a regular gentleman.”
She was surprised by the ferocity of anger that struck her with his claims toward Pug. Sabeen personally preferred to see him in his attire he wore on the ship versus the nearly pompous look he had on land—Pug still retained the air of a rogue so, it wasn’t quite like some of the other aristocracy she’d seen. The open shirt tucked into those black breeches, his hair flying free in the breeze, allowing witness to the glint of his earrings.
“It is hardly either of our places to tell the son of an earl how to dress.”
“You are right. I am sorry. I am jealous. I wanted to be alone with you, and he insists on coming along. Why did he say you needed protection, and if that is the case, why did he not arrive sooner?”
“I was shot in England; there were some men after me,” She mingled the truth, but she needed him to let this go. “I do not know why he did not arrive sooner. I can only assume he ran into some more trouble.”
Her explanation must have worked, for he dropped it. Or so she thought.
“Who shot you?”
“I do not know,” she said, rubbing her arms. “I would prefer not to discuss that time; it makes me nervous.”
He looked contrite. “Of course it would; my apologies for being insensitive.”
She faced forward again and watched Pug who rode to her right. He observed her in return, giving her a wink when their gazes met. Damn her body for flushing with heat at that simple gesture. It was like he knew exactly what he did to her, for he touched the brim of his tricorn and dropped back a little, a wicked grin on his face.
At the picnic site, she spread out the blanket while François carried the basket. Pug remained on horseback, a little bit away, but she wasn’t fooled. He was focused on her and what happened with her and François.
“He takes his job very seriously, does he not?”
Sabeen didn’t even look in Pug’s direction. She knew he watched her. Nodding, she chewed her bread. 
“Was he in the military?”
She swallowed and touched her napkin to the corners of her lips. “He is a ship’s captain.”
The statement impressed him; she saw the look on his face. “He watches you a lot.”
Yes, she knew that. “He is doing his job, and making sure I am safe and not in danger is part of it.”
“Is that all to it?”
She stilled. “Are you trying to imply something? If so, stop implying and just ask your question.”
“Is there something between you two?”
She rose to her feet in a single move. “I do not like where this conversation is going. I have nothing but respect for him and his family. You who wanted to come on this picnic want to sit there and insinuate there is something between him and I? I do not need constant reminders from everyone about my station in life. Thank you very much.”
He pushed to his feet and reached toward her. “I overstepped my boundary. I am sorry.”
She stepped back and looked up to see Pug there on his horse. He didn’t speak, just held out his hand. Without thinking about the consequences of her actions, she accepted, and he swung her up behind him. She wrapped her arms around his midsection as he set his heels to the horse, and they rode off.
“What happened?” he asked once it was just the two of them alone on the road.
“He asked a lot of questions I did not want to answer. How did you know I wanted to leave?”
He stopped the animal and helped her down. Her feet were on the ground for two seconds before he was lifting her again, this time to settle her on his lap. His arms went on either side of her, and she no longer had to hold on to him.
“I know the signs you give off, luv,” he said, getting the equine to move. “You go rigid, you get this set in your jaw, and you flex your left hand when you are furious.”
“You have noticed all of that about me?”
“That and more, luv. So much more.”
“I blame you, you know.”
“Of course,” he replied without sounding the least bit concerned by her admission.
“Of course?”
“Luv, you are spoiling for a fight because of whatever he said to you. I am more than willing, but you need to know that arguing with you makes my cock hard, and I am trying to be a gentleman, right now. So, if you want to argue, go ahead, but when you find my cock buried deep inside, you do not be surprised.”
Somehow, the word cock on his lips made her want it more. When others said it, she had been repulsed. Coming from Pug, it turned her on.
She held herself as straight as she could. He laughed and brushed a quick kiss along her ear. “Relax. I can control myself.” 
“How long are you and Drav here for?”
“Trying to get rid of me already?”
“No, I am just curious.”
“We will be around.”
There was a tinge to his words that set the hair on the back of her neck up. He was hiding something from her, and she didn’t like that. At all.
“What is wrong?” 
“Why are you thinking something is wrong?” 
She thought over how to reply, listening to the clop of the horse’s hooves as he carried them both.
“You are being vigilant. So is Drav. Is someone after you?”
“Pays to be vigilant, luv. I am, after all ,the son of an earl. A wealthy one, at that. People get kidnapped and held for ransom.”
“It is not that. There is something else you are not telling me.” She turned her head and stared at him. “What are you not telling me? Are the children in danger?”
“There is nothing to tell you, luv, calm down.” He looped an arm around her midsection and brushed his lips along her ear. “Calm down.”
“How long?”
“Why do you want me gone?”
She didn’t, and that was the problem. “You are a captain; why are you on land?”
“Because my ship is not here at the moment.”
Another reminder that her life would again be without him in it. When his ship did arrive, he would leave, and she would never see him again. “But, they will not be returning to France, will they?”
“No. England.” He nuzzled her neck. “I tell you I love you, and you try to get rid of me. My ego is beginning to get a bit injured, luv.”
She didn’t know how to respond to that, so she dropped it. All she knew was she had to get him gone before she acknowledged her own personal feelings to him. That she loved him. That she wanted nothing more than to spend her life with him.
Aware that wasn’t going to happen, she just took what she had right now. This time with him, she would enjoy and use the memories to help her through the future when his absence would be her reality.
* * * *
Pug slowed his horse before the large stone home. He had left Sabeen and the children under the protective watch of Drav while he took care of this visit. It had been three days since the debacle of a picnic. Swinging down, he nodded at the liveried servant to hold his horse’s reins. He jogged up to the door and knocked.
A few moments passed before the massive door swung open. Pug found himself looking at a tall black man in the same colors as the footman. 
“Yes, sir?” he asked in French.
“Is Vicomte or Vicomtesse Chirac available?” He posed his question in the same language.
“Who is calling?”
“Lord York.”
“I will see if they are receiving.” He bowed and stepped back inside. As he waited, he looked around the grounds—well maintained with plenty of staff he could see wandering about. The stables were off in the distance, good size, as well.
“My lord.”
He spun back to discover the same man waiting. “Yes?”
“They will receive you. If you will follow me, please.”
Pug removed his hat, coat, and gloves as they stepped inside. Another footman was there to accept those items from him. He trailed the butler down a spotless hall where he paused and knocked on a door.
“Enter,” came a deep voice.
The butler swung it open. “Vicomte and Vicomtesse Chirac, Lord York.” He bowed and stepped out of Pug’s way.
Pug moved forward and stopped as he looked upon the couple who sat there. They both rose and gave him smiles.
“Please, come in and sit,” Monsieur Chirac said.
“Forgive the intrusion.” Pug walked forward and shook his hand. The man’s deep chocolate hue was made darker by the light shirt he wore. Pivoting slightly, he bowed to the woman whose flawless skin reminded him of his mother, Najja’s.
“What can we do for you?” he inquired as his lady wife poured Pug a drink and handed it over.
“I am a…family friend of Sabeen’s. My father, Earl Clifton, has asked me to keep an eye on her and the three children. I wanted to meet the family who had asked Jon, Ester, and Olivia if they wanted to live with them.”
They shot looks to one another. Vicomtesse Chirac perched on the edge of her seat. “I know it was poorly done of us. I should have gone to Sabeen first instead of the children. But, I decided if they had no wish to live here, there would be no reason for my asking her.”
“You have no children of your own?”
Pug was well aware this wasn’t proper etiquette, but when it came to those children and Sabeen, he didn’t give a bloody damn what was proper. He would ask any question necessary to appease his own mind.
“I am not able to have children,” she said, although the look her husband sent her made Pug wonder if she wasn’t covering for him. “We have desperately longed for some, and I know Sabeen is struggling.” She gave him a gentle smile. “She is my friend.”
“So, you believe offering to raise her siblings is the best thing?”
Monsieur Chirac took his wife’s hand in his own. The gesture very telling. “We can give them a wonderful life and raise them as our own. If she did not have to worry about raising them, she may not be as stressed. My wife says she sleeps very little and worries very much.” He took a drink of whatever was in his cup. “We would love them—we already do—like they were our own. It is why we always have them over here. They bring something more to this house, more life, more laughter.”
Pug nodded and leaned back in his chair.
“Forgive my saying so, but is it not strange for an Englishman to be concerned over her and her family?”
“No,” Pug replied to the husband. “Not in my house. I have known Sabeen for a long while, and we have all been witness to the type of person she is, how big her heart is.” He sipped the tea before placing it on the table. “I wanted to meet both of you to, if you will, appease my own mind they would be well cared for. I will not advise her against this, but ultimately, the decision is hers and hers alone.”
The glance shared between them was filled with so much hope and love Pug was uncomfortable. He cleared his throat and rose to his feet. After another handshake and bow, he left them alone, his conscience soothed by having met them. And, perhaps, they were correct, and it would be the best thing for the children.
Outside, he swung into the saddle and looked skyward with the loud clap of thunder that boomed overhead. An omen? He hoped not. With a nudge, he moved out his horse. If it was an omen, it wasn’t a good one. The skies opened up and soaked him before he returned to Sabeen’s cottage. The place was empty when he rode up; he assumed everyone to be inside, seeking shelter from the rain.
After taking care of his horse, he dashed through the downpour again and opened the front door, stepping inside. The air was full with the scent of baking bread, and his stomach rumbled in response. 
“Where is everyone?” he called out, removing his sodden gloves and hat before shrugging out of his coat.
One minute, he was alone, and the next, he found Sabeen staring at him. Her expression wasn’t the least bit welcoming. Is this where I get yelled at for my picnic stunt? He gave her a smile, and she just walked by him. Pug turned with her as if tied to her by a string. She went to the kitchen where she removed the bread that had his belly screaming for a taste.
“What is the problem?”
“Why do you not ask Jon?” She slammed the pan on the countertop, shaking. 
His wet clothes weren’t an issue when he crossed over to her. Turning her, he stared at the pain in her face.
“What are you talking about, luv?”
She pulled free and walked out, leaving him to follow. He did, and they ended up in her working area. The only one not present was Drav, or so he thought until he looked in the corner and saw the man blending in with his surroundings. His countenance gave nothing away.
“What am I supposed to ask Jon?” He kept to the door, not wanting to drip all over her finished products.
“I asked her about living with the Chiracs.”
Even though she remained stoic, Pug could feel the shaft of pain that statement gave Sabeen. He wanted to go to her and wrap his arms around her.
“How do you know this is what they want?” Her question was hushed.
Jon reached for the hands of Ester and Olivia, holding them. “Vicomtesse Chirac asked us what we thought about living with them.” He dropped their hands and walked toward Sabeen, stretching out for her. 
“We love you, Sabeen, but without us here, you would have it so much easier.”
Her smile wobbled, but she firmed it up. “If that is what you want to do, I will not stop you.”
“Captain said he would go check and make sure we would be safe, like he did for Stephen and Crissy.”
The look she gave him should have killed him. “I see.” She lifted her chin and said, “I will go talk to them and set up the time for you to go once the rain stops. I have to take her some clothing anyway. Why do you all not go eat some bread? I am not feeling the best and want to lay down for a bit.”
Drav was the first to the door, and he trailed the children out. Pug took a step toward Sabeen, who held up a hand. “Leave, please, Cap’n.”
He didn’t stop just walked up until their toes met. “I was just there, luv. They will be safe there and loved.”
“Thank you.” She began turning away, so he stopped her. “Yes?”
Her tone was distant and cold.
“Talk to me.”
“I do not think that will be a good idea. Leave.”
“I did not mean to upset you, Sabeen. Just when Jon approached me about this, I had to check it out myself.”
“He approached you,” she said with a nod. Then, she shook her head. “I am sorry; he approached you about this, and you did not see fit to tell me?” Her voice rose with each word until she was yelling. “Were you hoping it would be a minor thing for me to say goodbye to these three children? That I had no attachment to any of them after practically raising them? That it was fine because I am not their real mother? I am nothing more than someone they know?”
“Luv, let me explain.”
Crack! His head rocked on his neck from the force of her smack.
“Get out.”
He worked his jaw, trying to rid himself of the pain. “Let me—”
“Get. Out.” She pointed at the door, and he listened, wincing when it slammed hard behind him.
The children looked up at him, and Drav stood on the stairs. “She will be fine,” he told them all, praying he was right. He walked back out into the rain.





  
Chapter Twenty-Three
 
Sabeen stood beside Vicomtesse Chirac. They were in Vicomtesse’s parlor, looking at the items Sabeen had made.
“Sabeen, these are amazing. Sexy and beautiful.” She maneuvered the material, allowing the lace and satin to reflect the light.
“Thank you,” she said. “I hope the blue color is acceptable They were out of the sapphire hue, but I thought you might like the lapis.”
It took a huge amount of control for her to focus on the job at hand and not the fact the children wouldn’t be coming home with her today or ever again.
“I love it. All of them. And, I know, when he sees them, my husband will also.” She made a sound like a small giggle.
Sabeen didn’t begrudge her anything. Truth be told, she’d had a lot of fun working on these scandalous underclothes. “I am glad you like them.” She gestured at the unopened brown wrapped packages. “The others like it are the ones with the green string.”
Ambre took her hand and squeezed it gently. “I will look after them as if I had bore them myself.”
All Sabeen could do was smile or she’d succumb to a bout of tears. “If there is nothing else, I should be on my way. I have a lot waiting for me.”
“Yes, of course, how rude of me to assume you had all the time in the world.”
Whether or not that was a reprimand, she wasn’t sure. In truth, Sabeen didn’t care. Her heart had torn in two, and she was merely struggling to get through the day. The women walked out to where Monsieur Chirac was with the children. Ester ran over to Sabeen as she made her way down the house steps.
“I will miss you, Sabeen. Will you be all right without me?”
She crouched down and took the young girl in her arms. “I will miss you more, Ester. And, I will do my best to survive without you.”
She nodded solemnly. “You forget to eat, sometimes.”
Sabeen brushed their noses together. “I will endeavor to do better.”
“We will see you all the time, though. Do not be sad.” Olivia added her comment as she joined them.
Sabeen merely smiled. Her heart had been torn from her chest. She’d known these children all their lives, as she had Crissy and Stephen. The only thing that kept her going was knowing they all would be well taken care of and loved.
“I have to go. Enjoy your new home.” She kissed each of them again then rose and beckoned to Jon. 
He approached, head lowered. She nudged up his chin.
“I do not want you to hate me, Sabeen.”
“Never. I only want you happy, Jon. And, this place gives you that opportunity.”
“We will see you again, right? You will visit.”
Again, just a sad smile. “Goodbye, Jon.” She kissed him on the forehead and walked to the horse she’d ridden here to deliver the packages. A footman assisted her up, and with a final wave, she rode off, never once looking back.
As she turned the corner and rode out of sight, she allowed the tears to fall. She didn’t rush back, and as the horse picked his way, she saw a wagon heading in her direction. 
When she gained on it, she wiped the tears and stared at the woman driving. Madame Roy.
“Sabeen,” she said, glancing around. “What are you doing out here instead of being at the cottage?”
“Good afternoon, Madame Roy. I am returning from delivering Vicomtesse Chirac’s order. Had you sent word, I would have been waiting for you at your cottage.”
She halted the wagon. “Come ride with me, tie your horse to the back.”
Despite her desire to be left alone, Sabeen did. Settling into the seat beside Madame Roy, she clasped her hands and waited for the other woman to say something else. She didn’t, only started the horse again.
“I have been happy with your work, Sabeen,” she commented as they rounded another bend. Four horses and riders blocked the way. “This is why I am going to miss you.”
It took a moment for the words to sink in, but by then, it was to late. The dread Sabeen had hoped never to feel again overwhelmed her, weighing down her limbs. Not that she had any way of protecting herself. She’d stopped carrying a sword.
“Take her,” Madame Roy barked. “I do not know where the brat children are, but when they return, we will capture them, as well.”
“There is a man at the cottage.” One of the riders made the comment as he yanked Sabeen forcefully up from the seat to his lap on the horse. 
“Who is there?” Madame Roy demanded of her.
Sabeen didn’t even both struggling; she knew how it would end. “I do not know; as I said, I was out delivering an order.”
Her comment earned her a punch to the jaw. Her ears rung, and she saw stars as she blinked away the stinging tears. At least the children were safe.
“Why?” she managed to ask around the blood leaking from the corner of her mouth.
“Money,” Madame Roy said without hesitation or shame. “When I heard of this slave who had escaped a riot from someone on the docks who had heard about it, I asked some questions, and when I heard it was you, I figured to make some money. It is a hard life for a woman alone to survive. So, after some words with Rupert Twist, I decided it was necessary.”
Sabeen looked at her, blinked, and looked away. There was nothing else she could say. She would end up back where she started. A slave. She would not beg or plead for her life.
“Take her to the cabin. I will look for the children. Keep her inside and quiet.” Madame Roy snapped her reins and left among buzzing flies and sweaty men.
“Quiet,” the one holding her said. “That is why I gag my women. I can do what I wish to them, and no one will hear them scream.”
Part of her knew she should be scared and fighting to be free, but Sabeen didn’t have it in her. Just not anymore. An attempt now would be foolhardy. There were four of them on horseback, and she had nothing in the way of weapons. This could change at the cabin they were bringing her to. Plus, she would hold out a small sliver of hope that Pug would come looking for her.
She held herself away from the man behind her and rode in silence. The cabin was nothing to be proud of. Small and with only one window she could see. Hands in her back shoved her ruthlessly from the horse to fall in a heap on the ground. Her air whooshed out, and she lay there for a bit, trying to regain it.
“Get up,” Masked Man One snapped as he kicked her in the ribs.
She moved gingerly, testing her body for breaks as she got up. Nothing broken, but she would be sore. Somehow, she believed this minor soreness would be a sunny day compared to what she was in for with this group.
“I will take Cal, and we will ride to make sure Madame Roy is not having any trouble. You two better not lose her. That Rupert guy is offering a lot of money for her.”
Masked Men Three and Four rode off in a flurry of hooves and flying clods of dirt. The dread she’d been feeling exploded within her. Rupert. The man would have no reason to keep her alive. Especially if he knew that she knew he was the true killer of his cousin. A shudder racked her as she waited for them to tell her what to do next.
“Inside, bitch.”
She opened the door and stepped inside. The musty smell hit her like a wall, and she nearly stumbled back.
“Bloody hell,” Masked One uttered from behind her. “Smells like something up n’ died in there.”
“So, clean it. We cannot let someone see her standing outside. She does not exactly fit in with too many around here. Some, yes, but not all, and if she is out here, day after day, they may get suspicious if they are used to her being at her cottage.”
“You gets to clean,” Masked One snapped, jabbing her in the back with his elbow.
“I need water and rags.”
“You are wearing rags, tear that up.” He yelled out the door and tossed a bucket lying there out for Masked Two to fill with some water.
While she waited, she looked around the space. The place was a one-room building. A small fire area off to one side. No furniture, not even pallets for a bed. All there was in one corner were dead animals.
They would have to go first. A busted shovel lay near the fire pit, and she went to it and lifted it, only to freeze. Masked One held his pistol at her.
“I was going to get rid of the dead animals,” she said.
“Do it.” He didn’t lower his weapon.
So, she took several trips outside, carrying the carcasses while he hovered around behind her, the pistol pointing at her back. Once that was finished, she hunted for some wood and—after gaining permission—started a fire to heat some water in. An old cauldron had been discovered out beneath another cracked window.
Tying together some branches, she created a makeshift broom and swept the hard packed dirt floor, getting rid of the small things until it didn’t look so bad. While they watched and made lewd comments at her, she put the table back together, lashing the legs on with some rope they’d decided to let her have.
Hours later, as she was covered in sweat, the place was habitable, and she wanted nothing more than to curl into a ball and whimper. It had been a while since she’d worked that hard. They, on the other hand, hadn’t lifted a hand to help her, deciding it was much more pleasurable to lay their hands on her. This is like working at one of Mr. Stanton’s so-called parties. If her skin would show bruises, after one of those, she would have been marked from head to toe. And, that’s not counting the other ways they entertained themselves with her body.
Thankfully, thus far, this duo hadn’t gone that far. However, as the rabbit cooked on the spit for them, they looked at her with a sign she recognized all to well from her years as a slave. Lust.
* * * *
“I should have gone with her,” Pug said, slamming his hand down on the table. “She should have been back hours ago.”
“I will track her trail and see if I cannot find something, Captain,” Drav stated.
Pug shoved a hand through his hair. This didn’t feel right to him. Something had happened. “I know she would want to stay as long as she could with the children, but it has been dark for three hours now, Drav. This is all wrong.”
“There are still two men watching the cottage, Captain. They have been there since that woman showed up.”
“Yes, Madame Roy. I remember her from Paris. The bitch is lying. She knows exactly where Sabeen is. Everyone I spoke to in town when I first arrived said that Sabeen was working for her.”
“You want I should grab one of them for questioning?”
He stared at his fist as it rested on the table. “Yes. If the other causes any problems, kill him.”
“Aye, Captain.”
Drav slipped away in silence. Pug remained where he was, sure if they were still watching him personally and he didn’t move, neither would the men. Not that it would be hard for Drav to grab one; he was good at his job.
Pug sat in the chair and drummed his knuckles on the scarred tabletop. It was rather convenient to his way of thinking that something happened to her on the day she left the children with Vicomte Chirac and his wife. Could they be behind this?
Sure, but he didn’t believe they were. That left Madame Roy, who turned up just today at the cottage before departing again, or Francois. Despite his dislike of the man, given his attention to Sabeen, Pug hoped he wasn’t wrong in his belief that he wouldn’t hurt her. Or take her.
He would ride to Vicomte’s estate after he questioned the man Drav brought in. Although that wasn’t long in waiting, to Pug it seemed as though hours had gone by when Drav returned with a man tied up and being led.
Silent, Pug gestured him to a chair in the sitting room where Sabeen had been sleeping and doing her work. The curtains were all drawn, so if the other one still watched, he wouldn’t be able to witness this.
“Who are you?” he asked as he removed the gag from the man’s mouth.
The guy licked his lips but just shook his head. Pug met Drav’s gaze, and he caught the leather sheath Drav tossed him. Taking out the blade, Pug showed it to the man seated before him.
“This is a Khukuri,” he stated, almost conversationally. “The weapon of choice for the Gurkhas, of which, he is one.” He twisted it back and forth so the guy could observe the light gleaming off the razor sharp edge. “Because it cuts a man in half, cleanly and without hesitation. There are two other tiny knives in here, as well, but I will not show them to you, as you will not need to see them.” Pug put it back in the sheath and tossed it back to Drav. “I tell you this because I do not have time to waste. If you do not tell me what I want to know, he will kill you. It is that simple. I would do it normally, but I have to meet Vicomte Chirac in a little bit and do not wish to change clothing again.”
“You will not let him kill me.” Despite his brave efforts, there was more than a hint of fear in the man’s voice.
“Why do you say that?”
“Then, you will not learn what you need to know.”
“Wrong. I kill you and bring the other man in. He sees your dead body and will spill everything. You are wasting my time. Talk.” He shrugged. “Or die.”
“How do I know you will not kill me if I do tell you what you want to know?”
Pug yawned, irritated and bored with the entire thing. “You do not, but you know for sure I will kill you if you continue to avoid my question.”
“No, I do not believe you.”
“Drav,” Pug said. “I will get the other man. Kill this one.”
“Very good, Captain.”
Pug walked out, the one scream cut off swiftly. It took him about ten minutes to locate and bring in the other man out there. He walked him inside the cottage, the pistol at his back and took him to the room.
“Wh…what did you do to him?” he asked, voice trembling.
“He refused to answer my question. That fate awaits you if you care to play the game, as well.” He shoved him into a chair. “Where is Sabeen?”
Large eyes continued to move between him and the dead body lying by the chair. “Who is Sabeen?”
“The woman who used to live here. Where. Is. She?”
He gulped. “We took her. Madame Roy hired us to take her and the children. We did not find any children, though.” His words couldn’t come fast enough from his mouth.
“Took her, why?”
“She said some man hired her to do so. He has been looking for her for a while.”
Pug’s uncertainty grew, and he knew he had to find her, swiftly. “Where is she now?”
“With Rene and Louis. In a cabin.” The blood from his dead comrade touched his boot, and he blanched. 
“Where is this cabin?” Pug asked, tapping his cheek.
As the directions tumbled from the man’s mouth faster and faster, Pug sent a look to Drav, who slipped out. The horses would be saddled in little time, and they would be on their way to find her.
“Is there anything else you want to tell me?” Pug questioned.
“No, nothing. Are…are you going to kill me?”
“No.” He pushed him back in the chair, so it toppled over, placing him right by his dead friend, lying in the blood and guts spilling out. “You can leave anytime you get yourself free. If I ever see you again, I will kill you without hesitation.”
Pug turned and walked out, ignoring the man’s pleas for help. In his head, he heard Sabeen asking him if a privateer would do such a thing. He shook his head and said, “I guess, right now, I am more of a pirate, luv, than a privateer.”
Drav arrived soon after, and Pug swung up into the saddle and patted Fineas on the neck. The stallion may have been getting on in years, but he still could run like the wind. He snorted and sidestepped, telling Pug he was feeling good.
The duo set out in the darkness and rode first to the Chirac house. He tossed the reins to Drav as he hopped off and strode up to the door. Knocking, he waited impatiently for the butler to answer.
“Good evening, my lord,” he said.
“I need to speak with Vicomte Chirac or his wife. It is a matter of great urgency.” The man hesitated. “Look,” Pug said. “Either they come to the door or I go through this place and find them in the bedroom or wherever they are.”
“Please wait here. I will find Vicomte.”
Pug refused to wait outside, stepping in and crossing his arms. The man frowned at his behavior but left. Pug tapped his boot on the marble floor while he waited. The butler led the master of the house into view. He looked much more relaxed this time than he had previously.
“Lord York,” he said. “What brings you here this late? That will be all, Maurice, thank you.” The butler slipped away.
“Are the children safe?” Pug asked.
“They are fine. Asleep in their beds. Why?”
“Sabeen was taken on her way home from here. The ones who have her, the ones I caught, anyway, said they were also after the children.”
“Oh, no,” Vicomtesse Chirac uttered as she walked into view. “Who took her?”
“From what I can ascertain, it was someone from the island where she used to be.” He cleared his throat. “Madame Roy betrayed her and set her up for this.”
Vicomte Chirac frowned. “She stopped by asking about Sabeen today. Said she wanted to make sure we were happy with the work she had been doing. She never saw the children; they were playing upstairs in their rooms. Do you know where she was taken?”
He nodded and rested his hand on his sword hilt. “I do, and I am going to get her back.”
“Is there anything we can do?” The Vicomtesse posed the question.
“Keep the children safe, protect and love them. I can ask for no more than that.” He spun on his boot heels and strode to the door, taking his leave without another word. Vaulting into the saddle, he signaled to Drav, and they were off.
Because they had to travel slower at night, dawn had just about broken when he held up his hand for Drav to halt. Small slivers of light shredded the darkness they’d been riding through, allowing him to make out the rough outline of the small cabin. He dismounted and dropped Fineas’ reins, aware the stallion wouldn’t leave. Drav mimicked his movements, and as one, they spread out, heading in opposite directions to approach from different sides.
Pug made his way to one of the windows and peeked in, a low rumble of anger immediately sliding from his throat. Sabeen lay beaten and bloody in a heap on the floor. Two men lay on bedrolls while she had nothing between her and the dirt packed surface.
A high whistle alerted him, and he dropped in a second. Drav’s warning preceded the sound of a wagon approaching. He made his way to the corner and squinted through the faint light to see Madame Roy and four others.
Sending a reply whistle to Drav, he backed off and waited to see what this was about. He had to make sure the Sabeen wasn’t going to get caught in the carnage of what may happen when he got her out of there. It wasn’t the number of people there that had him worried, no not at all. For him and Drav—or just Drav—seven was nothing. The Gurkha was a fearless warrior, and Pug was always glad Drav was on his side.
The ones in the wagon climbed out and headed for the door. “Maurice,” Madame Roy cried. “Wake up.”
Pug curled a hand around his sword and one about the butt of his pistol while he waited. 





  
Chapter Twenty-Four
 
Sabeen winced as pain lanced up her left side when one of the men jerked her to her feet. From the onion smell of his breath, she understood it was Masked Two for Masked One smelt of garlic. She blinked away her tears, refusing to let them know how much pain she was in.
Blinking rapidly, she stumbled before him out of the cabin to halt before five people, Madame Roy in the center, and to her left… Well, hell, that was Rupert Twist. His face still contorted with the evil glee he had as if he were planning a massacre and enjoying every moment of it.
“Hello, Sabeen,” he said in that silky smooth tone of his.
“Master Twist,” she replied as she’d been taught, the words falling instinctively from her tongue.
“You tried to run from me. And after you killed my cousin and his wife. You know I have to bring you to justice.”
She worked her mouth, hoping for some moisture to take out the metallic hint lingering from yesterday’s beating. There was nothing more for her to say; he had what he wanted, her.
“No comment?”
“I delivered on my end. Pay up, Monsieur Twist,” Madame Roy said, gripping his arm and diverting his attention from Sabeen.
She stood on shaky legs while money exchanged hands. Rupert gestured to a man who exchanged places with him, taking the ground while he sat in the saddle. “Tie her hands and give me the rope. Remember this, Sabeen? How we used to go riding with you on the island. Then, after you were exhausted, we would take you for a different kind of ride.” His lewd laugh had the others laughing. 
She remained unemotional. It did her no good to show any type of fear, and all it did was feed into his own pleasure. Something she had no wish to do.
“I have missed fucking you,” he admitted. “Especially when you were chained to the wall. That was fun, biting your breasts, snubbing out my smokes on your skin. Seeing you there, unable to get away”—he shuddered lightly—“was such an aphrodisiac to me. You, you made me feel things my wife has never been able to elicit within me.”
She wanted nothing more than to stop his heart. This man who, along with his cousin and their friends, had made her life such hell. Had she a sword, she would gladly die so long as she could take him with her. It, in her mind, would be well worth the tradeoff. 
Sabeen kept her gaze on the ground and prayed for a way to make it through this. Someone tied a long rope along her bound wrists, but she didn’t pay them any attention. When the end was handed over to Rupert, she took a deep breath as she prepared herself to run behind the animal. Her injuries were insignificant now; she did not need to remember how much of her hurt from the beatings. Her choice now was run or be dragged, and since she’d experienced both, she would find a way to run.
He tugged on it until she looked up at him. “I am going to take you somewhere we can be alone. Then, once I am done with you, I will have you killed for murder.”
The sun broke over the horizon, filling the landscape with a warm golden glow and yet, she experienced nothing but cold. Her nightmare had begun again. 
“You two, ride ahead, and you, behind. Make sure we are not ambushed.” He touched the brim of his hat. “Thank you, Madame.”
Madame Roy gave Sabeen a look that had some regret in it, but not enough Sabeen would expect assistance. She averted her own gaze, not willing to let this woman feel any better about her actions.
“Come along, pet.”
Her skin crawled like a snake had just slithered along her back. He set off, and she walked until he picked up the pace for her to jog.
Time didn’t mean anything to her. All her attention remained on placing one foot in front of the other. The only time they stopped was when he or his mount had to piss. Both were done right in front of her. She paid them no mind, taking the time to fill her lungs with much-needed air.
Around them, the forest fell silent. The birds stopped chirping, and normal sounds vanished. She lifted her head and looked around. Something was out there. But what?
Rupert glanced at her before withdrawing his pistol. His nervousness increased her own, and she tried to calm herself down, not needing to panic while she had to continue moving behind this horse.
The eeriness increased with each passing second. It was like someone had blown out all sound with a single puff of air.
Rupert called out for the three men who were supposed to be protecting them. No one appeared. Not even their horses. He gathered up the rope and brought her near him.
“I will kill you before anyone can rescue you,” he said.
“I have no one to rescue me,” she replied. “Perhaps, whoever is out there is after you.”
He gripped her arm, fingers biting into the flesh with painful alacrity. She winced as more spiking discomfort shot out from the places he touched.
“You will still die, then. You should have just left Stephen with me. Why did you feel the need to keep him safe?”
“He was a child,” she said. “I would not let him die.”
“I have to find him. Where is he?”
“You may as well kill me, for I will never tell you if he is alive or not. And, if he is, I would not tell you where.”
“You will tell me!” he screamed in her face, spittle flying and landing on her skin.
Her lips curled up in an evil twist. “Never. You will live the rest of your life wondering if and when he will show up to take back what is his.” She shifted her feet. “I have seen it, you know—a lost son come back and claim what was his. Those who took what did not belong to them are in Newgate rotting away. You will be, as well, or killed.”
“Tell me,” he growled. “Tell me, and I will let you go.”
“I would never believe anything that came out of your mouth, Rupert Twist. If you let me go, you would hunt me down later. Because I know the truth. You killed Mr. and Mrs. Stanton before trying to kill their children, so you could take over the plantation. You hoped that no one would ever say anything about it. But, since the children disappeared, you had to find me.”
“I will make you suffer if you do not tell me what I want to know.”
“My entire life, I suffered. At your hands and those of your cousin and his friends. Nothing you do to me now could ever be worse. I am not afraid of you.”
He muttered under his breath, and she looked up just in time to catch his fist with her face. The force spun her around, and she collapsed at his feet. He kicked her twice before he stopped. A loud explosion rocked the area, and she flinched. She cracked open her eyes to find him standing there, a panicked and disbelieving look on his face.
Sabeen watched as he grew perplexed and peered down at his chest. A red stain bloomed over his shirt, staining the material darker. The rope that had her attached to him slipped to the ground as he used the hand holding his pistol to touch the increasing mark.
He sank to his knees, the weapon having fallen to the ground. Sabeen’s vision was hampered when a booted leg moved in front of her as someone stepped over her. She tried to see who, but the sun shone directly into her eyes, so all she could make out were the black boots that covered dark breeches.
“If I could bring you back to life and kill you a hundred times over, I would do it, just for daring to lay a hand on her. I cannot, so I will accept your one death.” 
That voice she knew. Pug. Sabeen closed her eyes, liking the delusion of hearing him. 
A few scuffling sounds happened before a large hand rested in a tender motion on her exposed shoulder. “Come on, luv, open your eyes and look at me.”
Unable to resist his voice, she raised her lids and found Pug hunkered by her head. His blue eyes overflowed with concern even as the anger in them raged. He placed the back of his hand against her bruised face.
“Can you get up?”
“Aye, Cap’n.” Determined not to let him down, she dug deep for the energy to do just that. 
 
Pug wanted to put five more bullets into that man. Then, skewer him with his sword, let him heal, and do it all over again. Both Sabeen’s eyes had swollen almost closed. Her lips had been busted. There were numerous bruises all over her skin. 
He whistled for Fineas and lifted Sabeen up before mounting. Drav came up, his expression darkening at the sight of her condition.
“We need to get her to a place to recuperate. I want to get her back to England. If I thought she could handle it, I would ride like this with her.”
“That would kill her, Captain. Perhaps, a coach?”
“Good idea. We will take a coach to the coast. There should be a place near we can get one from.” He touched her face again, not pleased with the heat emanating from her. “What about the two men in front?”
“Dead.”
“Good. We need to go.” He rode as fast as he dared with her in his arms. When they reached a town, he stopped on the outskirts. “Drav, I need you to stay with her while I go secure a coach.”
The Gurkha maneuvered his mount to his side, and Pug slid the unconscious form of Sabeen to his arms. After one more lingering look, he set off, calling on the Arabian’s speed to get him where he needed in as short a time as possible.
He found the stable and hopped off. An elder gentleman came out. “I need to rent a coach.”
The deal took him longer than he wished to be away from her, but he got the coach. Then, he stopped off at the baker and picked up some food before heading to the local doctor.  After describing the conditions, he was given some things to make her trip a bit easier. Of course, Pug explained it as a pugilist who lost his bout.
Then, he left again, with Fineas pulling the coach. Outside of the town, he found Drav and put Sabeen in the interior while the second horse was attached beside Fineas.
“I will drive, Cap’n. You tend to Sabeen.” 
Pug didn’t argue, just climbed in and sat across from her still-as-death form. He rolled her so she lay on her side and he could get to her face. Applying the liniment from the doctor, he attended as much as he could without removing her clothing. 
When she woke, he had her drink a bit of the tonic then she fell back asleep. He sat beside her and laid her head in his lap. Drav kept them going, stopping only to rest the horses until it was dark out. Then, he stopped again, and this time, Pug exited the coach.
“Think we should risk a fire, Drav?”
“I would not, Captain. Unless she needs one.”
“She will be fine; she will sleep in there. We will be out here.” 
“I will tend to the horses.”
While Drav did that, Pug returned inside and moved her from the seat to the floor so she wouldn’t inadvertently roll off and injure herself more. Brushing a light kiss over her head, he backed out, closing the door behind him.
Pug woke before the sun had fully risen, and Drav joined him moments later. He gave his friend some food then opened the door of the coach. Sabeen still lay where he’d left her. He reached out to shake her with a gentle touch, but it didn’t matter, she remained unresponsive. Pug wasn’t that concerned, for the doctor said the tonic he created would keep whomever sleeping while they healed.
Soon, they were back heading for England, and he again sat with her, stroking a hand down the side of her face. It wasn’t until two afternoons later, as he finished applying the liniment, that she looked a bit more alert when she woke. He sat across from her and was returning the container to his bag.
“Cap’n?”
He found her gaze. “’ello, luv.”
“Where am i?”
“We are in a coach, heading for England.”
She closed her eyes again. “Rupert? Did I imagine him dying?”
“No. I shot and killed him.” Anger laced his tone. “That bastard is lucky I did not beat him longer. He got off easy, considering what he did to you.”
“I thought I saw you,” she whispered. “I had hoped I did.”
“You did. I am here now.”
Her smile, while fleeting, helped him to calm down. Surely, it meant she was on the mend. He rooted around in the bag for more tonic, but she had fallen back asleep by the time he got to it. She never stayed awake for long.
The trip to the coast took them a good chunk of time, and as he carried her onto the ship, he checked the sky. The days were getting warmer, and his men would be returning soon for him. He was glad. It would make him happy to once again have the ocean surrounding him and the deck of his junk beneath his feet.
He’d secured them one room. They would use hammocks while she slept on the bed. On the day they docked, he found her staring out the small window.
He sat at the foot of her bed and touched her leg, through her dress. He’d purchased her another simple one to replace the dirty one she’d been wearing. “Ready?”
“Yes.”
Her withdrawn attitude worried him. He moved her chin so she looked at him. “Are you still sore? Do you need more liniment or tonic?”
“No, thank you, Cap’n. I am fine.” She tried for a small smile. “Honest.”
From the ship, it was into another coach. This time, Fineas was secured to the back, and Pug sat across from Sabeen as she stared out the curtained window at the city.
“We landed in Portsmouth. We will be in this for a few more days.”
She tucked the blanket around her and nodded. “All right. Thank you, Cap’n, for rescuing me.”
He couldn’t deal with her withdrawing more. With swift movements, he lowered the shades almost all the way, so people could no longer see in but little shafts of light didn’t allow them to be shrouded in darkness. Then, he pulled her across to settle upon his lap. Pug tossed the blanket away and gripped her waist with one hand as his other snaked around to rest upon the nape of her neck.
“Look at me, luv.”
In his mind, it took her an eternity to meet his gaze. His fingers moved along her skin, sending fire to his groin.
“You will be fine. You are a survivor.”
“It will never end. I will be hunted all because I ran away.”
“They did not have the right to own you to begin with. You do not have to run anymore, luv. You know this.”
“I do not know anything of the kind, Cap’n. I did not believe Rupert would come after me here. True, he was mostly after Stephen, but I got dragged back into it.”
He didn’t know how to make her understand with words. So, he didn’t use any. He took her lips and coaxed her to open beneath him. Her small whimper of surrender was what he waited for. He held her tightly to him, conveying it with his touch, what he wanted her to know.
Pug longed to sink deep inside her body but knew she wasn’t up for anything like that. She still needed to heal and find her confidence once more. Ending the kiss, he brushed her hair away from her face. When she burrowed against him and let him keep her on his lap, that was his victory. He would take it.





  
Chapter Twenty-Five
 
Sabeen sat in the bedroom she’d been given to use at Falcon House. The same one as before, when she’d first arrived with five children in tow. The house was silent, and she sat before the open window, enjoying the night sounds and warm air that blew around her.
“What are you doing awake, luv?”
She didn’t start at the voice, somehow knowing he had been there. Standing guard over her as he’d been doing since he rescued her. She reached behind her, searching for his hand, breathing easier when he took it and sat behind her.
“I was thinking how Lord and Lady Clifton never once hesitated to offer me a room when we came back. Lady Clifton has tended my injuries herself. Why are you awake?”
“They like you, luv.” He wrapped his arms around her. “Although, she would prefer you call her Najja.” A nip on her earlobe. “Or Mama. I sleep when you sleep.”
Even then, he never relaxed his guard, for if she woke, he was there, ready for whatever may come. “I am not one of her children.”
“Not by blood, perhaps.” He rested his chin on her shoulder. “Bad dreams again?”
“Yes. I have them every night, but then, you know that, do you not? You are always here, watching over me.”
“I want you to be happy again, Sabeen.”
“When are you leaving?”
He stiffened. “What do you mean?”
“I was in the gardens today when you were speaking with your father. You said your ship had arrived.”
“Ah, that.”
Her heart shattered like a crystal vase being dropped, the shards spread everywhere, cutting her each time she breathed. “It makes sense, Cap’n. It is your vessel, you should be with her.”
“We have some runs that need to be handled.”
“I am sure you do.” She rested her head against his shoulder and watched the full moon rise over the trees. It bathed the grounds with silver light as it danced off leaves and the mist that prowled the ground like a serpent.
“I will be back in three months time, luv. I want you to stay here with my parents. I will visit you when I return.”
She reached out her hand as if she could touch the moon itself. He mimicked her action, and she threaded her fingers through his.
“Will you stay?”
“For a little while,” she replied. “I have no wish to intrude upon their lives.”
He turned her head and captured her lips. “It is no intrusion, luv.” 
When he reached beneath her shirt, she didn’t stop him, wanting his touch on her as much as he seemed to. What started in that window seat lasted through the night, ending in the bed as they slept together, legs and arms tangled with one another as the pleasurable moans that filled the air were replaced with the soft sounds of slumber.
When she woke in the morning, the sheets retaining the faint scent of his skin as her only reminder he had been there other than her sore body, she knew one thing for certain. Pug had left.
She got out of bed and dressed herself before making her way down to the first floor. Najja met her with a welcoming smile.
“How are you this morning?”
“Well, thank you.” She hugged Grey when he reached for her.
Najja squeezed her arm. “He will come back for you.” She looked over to Colin. “It is something about them.”
As time passed, she grew less and less likely to believe that. After the three months went by, and they were heading into the fifth one, she took it upon herself to leave. Colin escorted her to London since he had some things to attend in town. She thanked him profusely for having her for that long and left again, without a look back. 
As she walked away, a cold wind blew around her. She thought about all she’d come here with and lost. The children.
In her hand, she held a ticket purchased for her by the earl for passage to America. California. He hadn’t wanted her to go there, but she needed something else. Standing in a spot where she could see the docks, she paused and took a deep breath. A new chapter of her life was about to begin.
* * * *
“What do you mean she is not here?” Pug demanded, yanking a hand through his hair, ripping out the tie holding it back.
Najja didn’t look perturbed by his outburst. She calmly stirred her tea. “Colin took her to London a week ago.”
He wanted to punch something. “What for?”
“She decided the time had come for her to leave.”
“Why?” He gripped the edge of the dining table. “I asked her to wait here. Why did you let her leave?”
“I did not question her reasons. You, my son, are two months overdue according to your promise.”
They’d run into a lot of trouble out there, and he’d been in a foul mood the moment he calculated it would make them late in returning. He sat with a grunt in a chair. “I know. There were some things out of my control.”
“I am not asking because I do not want to know about your exploits.”
“When is he returning?”
She shook her head. “I do not know. He had business to tend to while he was there. He will be at the townhouse.”
Pug shot to his feet. “I am sorry for leaving so soon, Mother. I have to go.”
“I know. Ride safe.”
“I will. Give my love to everyone.” He left the house at a run and called for a fast horse to be saddled.
Tired and dirty, he halted his mount in front of his family’s townhome. The footman outside hastened down to take the reins.
“Thank you,” he muttered as he took the stairs three at a time. “Father,” he called, bursting into the house. “Are you here?”
Moments later, Colin walked into view. “Pug, good to see you.”
“Where is she?”
“Gone,” he said. 
His words chilled him. “Gone where?”
“I purchased her passage on a ship heading for America. I tried to talk her out of going there but she insisted. California.”
Nausea overtook him and his knees buckled. “How long ago did she leave?”
“Three days.”
“The name of the ship?” They could set out after them and catch them, for his junk was swift on the open sea.
“The Maiden Jane.”
He scoffed at the name but hugged his father. “Thank you.”
“Safe travels, son. Do you want to freshen up?”
“No sir. I can do that on the ship.” 
“At least let me take you to the docks.” He waved at the butler. “It will not take long for the carriage to be brought around.”
Colin spoke the truth, but Pug had gotten antsy wanting to get on his way. They climbed in, and Colin rapped on the roof. They rolled away nice and easy.
“I remember when you came with me that first time on my ship.”
Pug smiled. “Now, I find myself in a similar predicament in reclaiming my woman.”
“What about being a baron?”
“I was a pirate long before I was a baron. I like this life better than sitting in a house and letting others do things for me. I hired a good man to handle the day-to-day matters. However, if you would not mind…”
“I will keep an eye on it all for you.”
“Thank you.”
“And, I will forget you said you were a pirate for I have no wish to repeat that to your mother.”
“I am confident she already knows.”
Colin laughed. “As am I.”
The carriage rattled to a stop, and the tiger jumped down to open the door. 
“Good luck, son.”
He hugged his father and jumped out. “Thank you. We will be back to visit.”
“I have no doubt.” Colin waved before the door closed and they headed off. 
Pug ran for his ship and scurried up the gangplank. “Mr. Krill,” he cried as he landed on the deck.
“Aye, Captain?”
“All stores been replenished?”
“Aye.”
“All men on board?”
“Aye.”
“Make ready to set sail; we leave with the tide. Stop looking like a bunch of landlubbers.”
The men on deck looked at him before lowering their gazes and getting back to work. The moment the tide shifted, they began heading out to sea. He stood at the helm, fingers lightly caressing the wheel as he navigated them through to open waters.
Mr. Krill stood beside him. “Where are we headed, Captain?”
“America.” 
Drav, Tao, and a few others who were near paused at his announcement.
“Might I inquire as to why, Captain?” Mr. Krill posed the question.
He turned the wheel, adjusting their course. “That is where The Maiden Jane is headed.”
“And, we need to relieve her of some treasure?”
“I am after only one item of treasure on board that ship, Mr. Krill.”
“Only one?”
“Aye. Sabeen.” They hit the open sea, and Pug looked up at the mast. “Hoist the sails; we need to catch the wind and overhaul Maiden Jane.”
“Aye, Cap’n.”
Two words that rooted him to the spot. A voice he had missed an insane amount over the past five months. He looked at the men who were following his orders. Mikahil and Daniel were all he could see; they stood shirtless there.
“Mr. Krill,” he said.
“Aye?”
“Did I hear a woman’s voice on my ship?”
“I do not know, Captain. Did you?”
He glared at his first mate before looking back to Daniel and Mikahil. This time, it was his heart that skipped. Standing between them, hair braided and tossed over a shoulder, swords on her sides, was none other than his Sabeen.
The cloth tied on her head was red and did nothing to take his mind from the tan breeches she had on her legs. Her feet were bare like many of his crew.
“Sabeen,” he managed to utter.
“I have the wheel, Captain,” Mr. Krill announced.
It was a good thing for Pug walked away, making a line for her. The two men stepped aside as he hauled her close, into his embrace, and claimed her mouth. Poured all he had into that kiss. She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him back with just as much passion, if not more.
“I thought you were on your way to America,” he mumbled, not wanting to release her lips completely.
“I saw the Immortal Avenger as I headed to my transport. I took a chance.” Her fingers twirled in the ends of his hair.
“Where to, Captain?” Mr. Krill hollered.
“Pick a destination, Mr. Krill. I am going to be busy for a few days.” He lifted her, and she locked her legs around his waist. “Maybe longer.”
“I love you, Cap’n,” she said.
“Enough to marry me?”
“Is it allowed?”
He’d move heaven and Earth for her if that’s what she wanted. “Hell, yes. Samson, take the wheel. Mr. Krill, I need you down here.”
The first mate arrived within moments. “Yes?”
“I am stepping down as captain so you can marry us.”
“For the moment, ‘tis all, right?”
“Aye.”
“Very good.”
Pug kissed her again. “Marry me right now.”
“Like this? With my legs around you? Or should I stand on my own?”
“They will be around me soon enough,” he said, garnering laughter and hoots from the others as he put her down.
The ceremony concluded as the sun lowered below the horizon. They did not have rings or nice fancy dress, but it was all he needed. She twined her arms around him again as the crew hollered their congratulations.
“Ready to retire to the cabin, my wife?”
“That is Mrs. Cap’n to you, husband.”
He laughed and swept her up in his arms. “Carry on, men.”
“See you in a week or so, Captain.” Mr. Krill waved as he spoke.
“You are a rogue,” she whispered.
Yes, he had to agree, but he was more than that—he was her pirate rogue.
~THE END~
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