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Synopsis

​ What's a poor
pirate to do? Stevie has never met anyone quite like Kate, her
not-so-helpless captive. Too bad the bold buccaneer swore an oath
to preserve the virtue of the lovely parson's daughter—an oath Kate
has no intention of letting Stevie keep. But Kate has a problem of
her own: the gorgeous Lady Isabella, a wealthy aristocrat who is
happy to use kidnapping and blackmail to get what she wants—and
what she wants is Kate. Jane Austen was never like this!
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Chapter One

Kate stood warming her hands at the coffee-room
fire, discreetly stamping her feet to coax some life back into
them. Concealing as best she could the agitation that filled her
mind, she considered her predicament. Above all else, she wished to
avoid drawing attention to her situation. A number of unfortunate
experiences during her recent travels had reinforced the perception
(gained from a youth devoted to the study of classical literature
and the secret enjoyment of French novels) that the world was not
at all friendly to solitary females, particularly those who were
young, far from wealthy, and (scrupulous honesty forced her to
admit) not ill-favored.

Or perhaps it would be more accurate to say it was
much too friendly, as represented by certain members of the
male sex (who no doubt considered themselves gentlemen, however
little their actions might merit that descriptor). Kate had lately
encountered several of these, whose most unwelcome attentions she
had successfully repulsed, though sometimes forced to resort to the
strongest possible means in order to do so.

How fortunate that her late father had never
discouraged her childish enjoyment of rough-and-tumble sports. Even
though she had curtailed these favored pursuits as adulthood
beckoned, she had not lost the pugilistic skill that, however
ill-suited for a parson’s daughter, had made her the hero of her
youthful companions and the terror of every bully in the
county.

But now she found herself at point non
plus. After a long and tiring journey, stiff and aching from
the rattling of the cramped coach, chilled through and hungry as
well, she had arrived as instructed at the appointed inn only to
discover that her new employer had apparently made no arrangements
of any kind to assist her in reaching her ultimate destination. No
one was there to meet her, no message had been left for her, no
room had been bespoken for her.

She had only a very little money with her, certainly
not sufficient to hire a vehicle. And even if it should prove that
the earl’s home was within walking distance of the inn, she could
hardly hope to venture forth at this late hour. In any case, such
an attempt would be pure folly, sore and tired as she was, and
totally unacquainted with the neighborhood.

Yet she was hardly better off staying where she was.
Perhaps she ought to be grateful that her slender resources would
not be taxed to pay for a room, since there was no room to be had.
Some sporting event had drawn a number of enthusiasts to the
district, and not only was every room spoken for, but the place was
filled with rowdy men, most, apparently, in various states of
intoxication. From the remarks passing back and forth at full
volume among the assembled sportsmen, it appeared that some of
their number had recently been displaced from one of the
bedchambers (the best one, of course) to accommodate a Person of
Quality unexpectedly stopping there. The honor of being so ousted
seemed to please these individuals very little, to judge by their
reaction to the raucous jokes being made at their expense by those
with whom they would now be sharing whatever comfort the coffee
room could provide.

She shuddered at the thought of trying to sit up all
night among such a gathering. Perhaps she could prevail upon the
landlady to let her share with a servant. Even sleeping on the
floor of a tiny attic room (her aching muscles cringed at the
thought) would be better than staying here. Surely it was only a
matter of time before one of these rowdies—

A woman’s voice at her elbow barely managed to cut
through the din. She turned to discover one of the maids, who,
after several attempts of increasing volume, managed to convey her
message requesting that Kate join the landlady. Grateful for the
respite, she was more than amazed to discover from that worthy
woman that rescue (albeit temporary) had come to her, and from a
completely unexpected source. It seemed that “Her Ladyship” (no
doubt the aforementioned person of quality) had somehow become
aware of her plight, and had “graciously condescended” (hopefully
the landlady’s choice of wording) to invite “that charming young
person standing in the coffee room” (presumably Her Ladyship’s own
phrasing) to share her solitary supper.

Ordinarily Kate would not have been at all grateful
for condescension, gracious or otherwise, from anyone, but under
the circumstances she was more than willing to endure the
flattering attention of some stiff-rumped dowager (who would
doubtless expect her to do all the flattering, along with
fetching and carrying and assorted other services). Kate had
already detected a number of lascivious glances and
not-quite-whispered unpleasant comments from the men in the coffee
room, in spite of her attempts to avoid notice. As she ascended the
stairs in the landlady’s wake, she consoled herself with the
thought that an evening being patronized by Her Ladyship would
prove an excellent introduction to her new life as a governess.

It was quite a shock, then, to discover the vision
that greeted her when the landlady opened the door to the private
parlor. The young woman seated by the fire was as unlike the
starchy old dragon of her imaginings as it was possible to be.
Raven ringlets surmounted graceful classic features, drawn at the
moment into an expression of cool hauteur, though her apparent
disinterest was belied by the vivacity of her brilliant sapphire
eyes. She had obviously changed from her traveling dress. Not even
the most fashionable eccentric would journey in a gown of saffron
silk so fine it positively clung to every outline of her figure,
and with such a daring décolleté that it seemed to reveal much more
of her generous bosom than it concealed.

Kate swallowed, her heart hammering in her chest.
The woman’s eyes assessed her, sweeping her with a long, slow
glance that was obviously taking in everything from the top of her
slightly shabby bonnet, several years out of date, right down to
her serviceable boots, not yet showing so much wear as to be
disreputable.

Kate stiffened her spine and dropped an
almost-respectful half curtsy, preventing herself with difficulty
from glaring at her rescuer.

“Kate Harding at your service, my lady.”

“Indeed. Thank you, my good woman, you may go.” The
door closed behind the landlady. “Marie will take your things, my
dear, and see that they are attended to.”

Her Ladyship’s maid, a pale, striking redhead, came
forward to relieve Kate of her bonnet, pelisse, and gloves, somehow
managing in the process to convey a high degree of Gallic disdain
for these insufficiently chic articles and condescension toward
their unfortunate possessor, despite her perfectly correct gestures
and detached expression.

As Marie went out, Her Ladyship said, “I’ve taken
the liberty of ordering us something hot to drink. These spring
evenings can be so chilly. Won’t you sit down, Miss Harding? It is
Miss, isn’t it?”

“Yes, my lady.”

“I am Lady Isabella Lovelace, my dear.” A pause. “My
father is the Marquess of Croxton.”

Another pause, and a significant look at Kate, who
realized that she was expected to recognize, and be impressed by,
the name and family of her hostess. However, she had always had
better things to do with her time than to listen to gossip about
the aristocracy or to follow the doings of the beau monde in
the society pages and scandal sheets. Indeed, those publications
held little to tempt her, since even at their most outrageous, the
doings of the ton could never hope to compete with her
beloved classical authors’ accounts of the exploits of Caligula,
Messalina, or Heliogabalus.

Still, taking her cue from her hostess, she
rearranged her features in what she hoped was a suitably awed
expression. “So pleased to make your acquaintance, my lady.”

With the gracious smile of a goddess conferring a
great favor on a mere mortal, Lady Isabella replied, “Oh, my dear,
I hardly think we need to be so awfully formal. Do call me
Isabella. I feel as if we are already well acquainted, being in
such similar circumstances.”

Although Kate managed to choke down an impertinent
retort to this extraordinary speech, she could not quite resist a
meaningful glance, along with the tiniest hint of a raised eyebrow,
at her hostess’s exquisitely carved necklace and ear bobs of very
fine amber, an obvious display of both fashion and fortune.

Lady Isabella had the grace to blush—or perhaps it
was a flush of anger at the subtle rebuff—but carried on smoothly,
“Yes, both of us thrown together by the mishaps of travel, with no
one to turn to but one another in this wretched excuse for an
inn.”

She paused, and it took Kate a moment to realize
what was expected of her. “You had some trouble on the road, my
la—Isabella?”

“Oh, my dear, you have no notion! The wheel of my
carriage came completely off! We almost ended in a ditch. It’s a
wonder I wasn’t dashed to pieces in the wreck. As it is, I’m
battered and bruised beyond belief. I declare I’m still shaking
with terror.”

As no one could have looked less perturbed than Lady
Isabella did at that moment, Kate found herself in something of a
quandary as to how to respond but finally settled for a fervent
“oh, my.”

“Yes, and yet despite all my sufferings I could not
help but take note of your own plight, my dear. I arrived here at
last, all atremble as I was with my narrow escape, and half rattled
to death from bouncing over these wretched lanes. I declare there’s
more rut than road to them. They conveyed me here in a cart—a cart,
my dear! Can you imagine such a thing?”

Kate certainly could, having traveled by cart many
times—and gratefully, since the alternative was to make her way on
foot—but she forbore to mention this.

“Dreadful, indeed it was. And yet, when I observed
you in the coffee room surrounded by those awful fellows—rakehells
to a man, I’ll be bound—I could not resist inquiring after you.
Such a lovely young woman, and so obviously delicately bred. So out
of place in such surroundings. Imagine how I felt to discover you
were all alone, friendless and without resources!”

“Really, my lady, I assure you—”

“Now, now, my dear, you really mustn’t thank me.” As
Kate was now rendered absolutely speechless, she had no trouble
complying. Her Ladyship continued unabated. “And please do remember
to call me Isabella. Indeed, how could I do anything but respond
instantly?”

Kate calculated the amount of time that would have
been required for Lady Isabella to transform the presumably
disheveling effects of the accident into her present state of
modish perfection and decided that instantly must be a fluid
concept in certain elevated circles.

“So of course I insisted that you join me as my
guest.”

One of the inn’s maids entered with the punch,
serving a glass to each of them before bobbing a curtsy on her way
out the door. It smelled inviting and Kate took a long swallow,
grateful for the warmth, only to gasp as the force of the liquor
scoured the back of her throat. This was no half-water concoction
of the sort usually offered for the delectation of delicate
females. Perhaps the inn was too used to mixing strong drink for
equally strong men. Yet Lady Isabella appeared not to notice
anything amiss, so Kate said nothing but resolved to sip more
cautiously thereafter.

However, as she continued to sit there, soaking up
the fire’s comfort while Lady Isabella’s chatter rolled over her in
a not-unpleasant wave, she found herself well into her second glass
before she quite realized it. A feeling of contentment began to
steal over her as she gazed into Lady Isabella’s eyes. Such a
remarkable, deep shade—although she couldn’t help remembering
another, more familiar pair, but those were a lighter, brighter
blue, so like the summer sky...

Kate gave herself a little shake, realizing that her
hostess had just asked her a question and she had no idea what it
was. “I’m sorry, Isabella. I fear my mind was wandering. What did
you say?”

“Oh, my dear, I’m sure you are vastly fatigued by
your journey. I was asking how you came to be here, alone and
unattended. Surely your family...”

“I have no family, not since my father died last
September. My mother died when I was just a little girl.”

“Oh, my dear, I’m so very sorry. But have you no
other relations?”

“Father and Mother were both only children, as am I,
so really there is no one else. Oh, I think perhaps there is a
distant cousin or two of my mother’s somewhere. Father was never
very specific.”

In truth, her father had been extremely specific
about how her mother’s wealthy family had disowned her when she had
the temerity to marry a mere parson, and one with neither family
connections nor fortune to recommend him. Her late mother’s courage
and devotion in the face of scorn and opposition had been a
favorite theme of her father’s much-loved bedtime stories
throughout Kate’s childhood. But she saw no reason to share any of
this with Lady Isabella.

“Truly, Father never paid much attention to anything
except his work.”

“His work?”

“My father was a clergyman. His parish was in
Wiltshire. And he also served as the village schoolmaster when no
one else was available for the post. He was really quite a fine
scholar. He taught me Greek as well as Latin and French.”

“Greek, you say? And French? And Latin? How
extraordinary. But my dear, with no other family, then surely you
have a guardian?”

“I came of age two years ago, so there was no
question of appointing a guardian for me.”

“But you say that your father passed away in the
autumn. With no family or guardian, whatever have you been doing
with yourself? Did you stay at the parsonage alone? Without a
companion or chaperone?”

“I could not have done so even had I wished to,
since the new minister was chosen almost immediately. Oh, the local
squire was most generous.” Kate broke her gaze from Lady
Isabella’s, staring into the fire as she continued. “His daughter
and I have been great friends from infancy. They invited me to make
my home with them, and I did so for several months. But of course
it could not be a permanent solution. And now that Clarissa is to
be married...I could not stay. I advertised as a governess and am
now on my way to my new position, with Lord Rushton’s
household.”

Still staring into the fire, Kate could not see the
look on Lady Isabella’s face at that moment, but her voice sounded
odd, almost amused. “Lord Rushton, you say? As a governess?”

Kate turned again to face her hostess, whose
countenance betrayed no sign of whatever it was Kate thought she
had just heard. “Yes. I own I was a trifle surprised to receive
such an exalted offer, given my lack of experience. Indeed, I never
imagined an earl’s housekeeper would consult an advertisement to
fill such a situation. But as I said, I am conversant with the
classics, and it appears that Lord Rushton intends for me to
instruct his two younger sons as well as his daughter.”

“Thus saving the expense of a tutor, no doubt,” said
Lady Isabella dryly.

“Perhaps Lord Rushton is not overly wealthy.”

“Or perhaps he is merely disinclined to part with
any of that wealth unless absolutely forced to do so. He certainly
does not seem to have gone to any expense on your behalf this
evening.”

“No doubt there was some misunderstanding. Although
the instructions I received seemed to be quite clear as to when and
where I should present myself. Are you perhaps acquainted with Lord
Rushton, Lady Isabella?”

“My dear, the ton is so small one cannot help but be
acquainted with everyone, since one sees the same people at every
party. I know of nothing to account for your apparent abandonment,
however. In any case, you are here with me now and that is what
matters. And here is Marie with our dinner, at last.”

Once the dinner had been set out by two of the inn’s
maids, Lady Isabella dismissed them, directing Marie to serve it by
herself. She did so with the same frosty air of almost perfectly
concealed superiority that she had previously evinced toward
Kate.

But Kate was able to ignore this by the simple
expedient of focusing on Lady Isabella’s smooth flow of
conversation, and she soon found herself completely at ease. Her
wineglass always seemed to be full, which might have had something
to do with it. And her hostess had an infectious laugh and a
seemingly endless supply of amusing stories, although Kate could
not help blushing at some of them.

Not that she found any of it particularly shocking,
given her familiarity with the more colorful works of Catullus and
Aristophanes (her father’s tutelage and her own inclinations having
placed the claims of scholarly excellence above mere notions of
propriety). But somehow even the most innocent phrases seemed to
take on a certain overtone in Lady Isabella’s lovely mouth.


Chapter Two

When the last course had been cleared, Marie left
the room. Kate found herself held by Lady Isabella’s eyes, now warm
and friendly, all traces of hauteur long gone.

Lady Isabella said quietly, “I think it’s time for
bed, don’t you, my dear?”

Kate was suddenly flustered. “Oh, oh my, I meant to
ask the landlady if I could share one of the maid’s rooms…”

“Nonsense, my dear, you will sleep with me. Marie
has already arranged everything.”

“Oh—that is, thank you, Isabella.”

Her hostess guided her out of the parlor with a
steadying hand on her arm that Kate found herself grateful for,
especially on the staircase leading to the floor above. When they
reached the appointed bedchamber, lit by just a few small candles
and the remains of a well-banked fire, Marie was still at work,
laying out their nightgowns and turning down the bed, assisted by
one of the inn’s maids.

Calling Marie to unpin her hair, Lady Isabella
dismissed the other maid, but not before she cautioned her, “It is
imperative that I not be disturbed tonight under any circumstances.
Is that clear?”

“Yes, Your Ladyship.”

“I am often troubled by nightmares, so it is
possible that cries or noises of some kind may be heard from this
chamber, but no matter what, absolutely no one is to disturb
me.”

Oh dear, thought Kate, noisy nightmares? Although as
tired as she was, she supposed she could sleep through almost
anything.

Lady Isabella continued icily, “If my orders are not
strictly followed I shall be displeased—most displeased. Be sure to
alert the rest of the staff.” Curtsying, the maid scurried off to
carry out her instructions. “That will do, Marie. You may go
now.”

“Now, madame? But—”

“Of course, now.”

“But madame—”

“I said, you may go.”

“Oui, madame.” Marie paused with her hand on
the door and glanced at Kate. All trace of her former disdain
seemed to have melted away. Indeed, Kate thought she caught a flash
of something like pity, but Marie was gone before she could be
sure. Isabella went over to the door and locked and bolted it,
pocketing the key.

“It never hurts to be especially careful in these
situations, don’t you think? Do sit down, my dear. You look
positively all in.”

As Isabella proceeded to blow out all the candles,
leaving the room lit only by the fire’s soft glow, Kate sank
gratefully into a chair by the bed, surprised at how tired she
felt. It had certainly been a long and for the most part
less-than-pleasant day, but usually she had more stamina than this.
She found she could barely keep her eyes open.

Isabella came over to her, holding a silver-backed
hairbrush. “Marie gets rather jealous when I insist on doing things
for myself, but I so enjoy it from time to time. Now do let me
brush your hair, my dear.”

“No, really, I don’t—”

But Isabella had already begun removing the pins
from Kate’s hair and running her fingers through it, a surprisingly
pleasant sensation. “Such lovely hair, so rich, so soft, and such a
lustrous dark brown shade.” She picked up the brush and began to
glide it through Kate’s thick waves. “You know, my dear, it was
your hair that first caught my eye, there in the coffee room, the
way the fire glinted off it. I wanted to run my fingers through it,
just like this.”

Kate murmured sleepily. The slow, steady rhythm of
the brush’s strokes was indeed pleasurable, and she found herself
drifting as Isabella continued softly, almost a whisper in her ear,
“You know, my dear, I always wished for a sister, someone I could
share moments like these with. Haven’t you?”

Kate felt herself lulled by Isabella’s closeness,
the warmth of her body, the subtle trace of her scent—something
expensive and French, no doubt. She sensed the last of her
consciousness slipping away, vaguely aware that she should try to
stay awake. “Isabella…”

The soft, soothing tones intervened. “Hush, my dear.
Just relax. You know, my dear, I feel that you and I are indeed
like sisters. Closer than sisters, even. So much, much closer, my
dear, sweet Kate.”

Rapidly losing the battle with sleep, Kate was only
dimly aware of fingers—whose?—loosening her gown. Her hair was
lifted gently away from her neck at the nape, and then there was
the sensation of lips delicately brushing the skin there, trailing
up the side of her neck and then along the edge of her jaw. A
rustle of clothing, as if someone was moving around her, then
fingertips rested on either side of her face, and now the lips were
on hers—soft, almost hesitant.

She waited, waited for the other to move away, to
break off the kiss, for the dream to end as it always did, leaving
her bereft, but instead the kiss continued, surer now—on and on,
growing hungry and demanding. Finally the eager mouth left hers,
but only to trail a slow, teasing path down over her throat toward
her bosom.

She hardly dared to breathe. This was no dream. Kate
twined her fingers in the woman’s soft curls, her eyes tightly shut
but the image so clear in her mind of the familiar warm gold color,
the exact shade of ripening wheat. She had given up all hope, but
now at last, at last…“Oh yes. Yes, Clarissa!”

“Clarissa?” The screech of outrage jolted her
awake to find before her, not the golden tresses and pale blue eyes
of her dearest friend, but a Medusa vision, a mass of raven hair
and a strange, contorted face, azure eyes so dark with fury they
looked almost black.

“You ungrateful chit!” In her rage, Isabella dragged
Kate out of the chair and pushed her down onto the bed. Kate was
too disoriented and shocked at first to struggle or even to protest
as Isabella loomed over her, still railing. “You’re really, truly
drunk, aren’t you? That fool Marie must have overdone it. You’d
think after all these years she’d be able to manage something so
simple with a little consistency. Servants!” Throughout this
tirade, Isabella had been trying to remove Kate’s clothing, but now
Kate was resisting, and quite effectively, which only infuriated
Isabella more.

Yet Kate was somewhat hampered by her own scruples,
as well as the effects of all the drink she had unwittingly
consumed. Unused to fighting women, she was loath to bring all her
skills to bear, to risk landing a heavy blow that would blacken
Isabella’s eye or perhaps even break her nose. So instead she
simply shoved her away and broke free, running to the door and
scrambling for the bolt, only to remember too late that it was
locked as well—and Isabella had the key.

Isabella rushed at her and whirled her around,
trapping her against the door with her body. She managed to plant a
few clumsy kisses over her face and neck before Kate could push her
away, holding her at arm’s length. “Now, Isabella, be reasonable.
Just let me have the key. I’ll leave here quietly and find another
place to sleep. I’ll say nothing about this to anyone, I promise.”
Isabella made no reply, struggling furiously and almost breaking
Kate’s grip on her arms. “If you don’t, I’ll be forced to scream
for help.”

“Scream all you want, I don’t care.”

“But think of the scandal!”

Isabella stopped thrashing. “Scream your head off,
no one’s going to come—my orders were quite explicit. And there
wouldn’t be any scandal in any case—at least not for me. For you,
on the other hand…”

“What do you mean?”

“Just how likely is it that the Earl of Rushton—or
anyone else—will want to hire a governess who attacked a lady of
quality?”

“What!” The surprise made Kate loosen her hold, and
Isabella pounced, pressing up against her and pawing at her with
eager hands.

Kate managed to squirm away, tearing her gown in the
process, but Isabella caught her by the wrists, dragging her toward
the bed despite Kate’s best efforts to pull in the other direction,
her feet slipping on the far-too-well polished floorboards.

Throughout the skirmish, Isabella continued to
declaim. “Scraping acquaintance with me, luring me with your wiles,
then attempting to seduce me and forcing yourself on me when
I resisted. Such shameful wickedness. And in a parson’s daughter,
too.”

Kate, finally managing to get some purchase with her
feet, pulled them to a stop. “No one would believe such a monstrous
lie!”

Isabella ceased struggling, but kept hold of her
hands. The expression of hauteur was back. “But my dear, it won’t
matter what they believe. You are a penniless nobody, a friendless
orphan, and I am the daughter of the Marquess of Croxton. The
merest suggestion, the tiniest hint from me and you will be turned
off without a character. Then what will you do? Take to the
streets, no doubt—to beg your bread, or else to sell your charms.
Really, my dear, lovely Kate, is what I’m asking for so terrible
compared to that?”

Kate tore herself free of Isabella’s grasp. “That’s
blackmail!”

Isabella smiled archly. “Yes, it is, isn’t it?”

Enraged, Kate threw herself at Isabella, fumbling
for the key. Isabella fought frantically to stop her, and Kate,
finally goaded beyond endurance, hit Isabella with all her force,
landing a solid blow to her midsection. Isabella collapsed in a
heap on the floor by the bed, making terrible gasping noises as she
struggled to breathe.

Horrified at what she had done, Kate took a step
backward, away from Isabella and closer to the window. For a moment
she stood frozen, staring down at Isabella’s writhing form. But
then she heard a slight sound coming from behind her, and then
another. It sounded almost as if the window was sliding open.

As she half turned, thinking to investigate, she
realized she could smell something unpleasant. More sounds, still
furtive. It was as if—

Several sets of rough, powerful hands grabbed her.
Men—a gang of ruffians. She managed to scream once, but then a
foul tasting piece of cloth was shoved into her mouth. She
writhed and kicked furiously but it was no use. There were too many
of them and they were too strong. Soon they held her fast.

A gruff voice enveloped her in a cloud of rotten
breath as it growled, “Tha’s all right, missie, just you come
quiet-like now and no harm’ll come t’ye.”

Between them all they managed to bundle her out the
window and onto a ladder. She stopped struggling for fear of
falling, but when she neared the ground she began to fight them
again, startling the one who was holding her shoulders so much that
he dropped her. Her head hit the ground, hard.

She felt herself losing consciousness, though she
tried to fight it. She heard a voice, a younger, less rough one
this time, snarl, “Ye swore she’d not be harmed, ye scurvy sons
of—”

And then the blackness swallowed her.


Chapter Three

Kate’s reawakening was not in the least pleasant.
First, there was the smell, a repulsive miasma redolent of pitch,
old fish, even older grease, and the lingering aroma of too many
unwashed male bodies. Kate clamped her jaws tight, fighting down a
wave of nausea. She absolutely refused to open her eyes. Her head
ached so dreadfully. If only the room would stop swaying and
creaking, swaying and creaking.

Her eyes flew open in horror as the truth finally
seeped into her battered brain. She was on a ship. Incredible as it
seemed, she had been carried off to sea.

She could see almost nothing in the gloom, but a
patch of lesser darkness might be a porthole. Perhaps land was
still in sight.

She forced herself to stand, too quickly. Her
stomach lurched in protest and her head began to spin. She felt
herself falling, only to be caught by a pair of strong arms and
lowered slowly back to where she had been lying.

“There, there, miss, easy-like, now. You’ve had a
right nasty knock on the head.”

Although she couldn’t see the speaker clearly, Kate
recognized the voice—it was the one she’d heard just before
everything went dark, yelling about her being hurt.

“Thought you’d sleep the night away, for sure.”
Lamplight suddenly filled the tiny space, and soft as it was it
made Kate gasp and squeeze her eyes shut. “Would you like some
water, miss?”

“Ye-yes, please.” The hands supporting her head were
surprisingly gentle. The water did not taste as bad as she had
feared it would, and it seemed to help her stomach. When she had
finished, the hands eased her head back down and slowly
withdrew.

Kate gingerly reopened her eyes, finding that the
light did not pain them this time. She was in a rough cabin that
contained nothing besides the bunk she was lying on and a few
chests, one of which was serving as a seat for her attendant, who
appeared to be a lad of about her own age, perhaps a bit younger.
He was well muscled but lithe, and though it was hard to judge with
him sitting down, he did not seem to be overly tall. His dark
jacket, worn homespun shirt, and loose-fitting trousers appeared
reasonably clean, and despite the close quarters Kate could detect
no discernable odor wafting from him, for which she was profoundly
grateful. Apparently the lad was more fastidious than his
comrades.

Aside from the dagger at his waist, he had no
weapons, and his posture and expression gave no indication of
menace. Scruffy brown hair, more or less covered by a disreputable
red knit cap, framed an open, intelligent face that in other
circumstances Kate might have found rather attractive, especially
the merry spray of freckles over his nose and cheekbones. The lad’s
eyes, a soft moss green, were filled with concern. Meeting those
eyes, Kate suddenly felt a little strange, almost woozy. She must
indeed have hit her head hard.

“Feeling more the thing, then, are you miss?”

“I—I think so. Where am I? Who are you?”

“Why, I be Red Stevie, miss, at your service. And
this here be the good ship Hispaniola.”

The ship’s name had a familiar ring, but Kate
couldn’t quite place it. “Are we at sea, then? Oh, we’re not
sailing away from England, are we?”

“Oh no, miss, we’re still right here in—that is, we
be safe at anchor.”

Kate slowly eased herself to a sitting position.
“Please, won’t you tell me what this is all about? Why was I
brought here?”

“You’d best not worry yourself about that right now,
miss. Try and get some rest.”

“But I must know what’s going to happen to me!”

“Why, nothing, miss, not if I have anything to say
about it. Though a few of the crew may have some notions…What I
mean is, I’ve sworn to see you safe, miss, true blue an’ hope to
die, and Red Stevie’s word is good as gold from Kingston to Cape
Town. You ask anyone.”

Kate did not find this speech as reassuring as Red
Stevie seemed to expect. “Er, thank you, but I really must insist
on an explanation. Perhaps it would be better if I speak to the
captain.”

Red Stevie stood up in alarm. “Oh Lor’, miss, Cap’n
can’t see you now. He be right busy.”

“Nonsense, I demand to see him at once!” Kate rose
shakily to her feet, but Red Stevie moved to stand between her and
the door.

“Now, now, miss, don’t take on so. Besides, you
can’t be going about, not dressed like that.”

“Dressed like…? Oh!” Kate realized that her partly
unfastened gown was drooping at the bodice and torn in several
places. In her confusion and pain, she’d forgotten all about the
previous events of the evening, but now it all came flooding
back.

Blushing furiously, she sat back down hard on the
bunk, pulling up the front of her garment with one hand. She glared
at Red Stevie, wondering just what he had seen while she was
unconscious—and what he might have done. She was suddenly very
aware of just how small the cabin was, and how close to her Red
Stevie was standing. His broad-shouldered frame seemed to fill the
tiny space, and short as he was, he loomed over her.

“Gave me a proper turn, it did, to see your frock
all every which way when they brought you down the ladder. I
thought as how those sons of—I mean, as how those scurvy swabs had
been a-taking liberties, begging your pardon, miss, despite their
solemn promise not to do nothing like that. I was giving ’em a fair
tongue scouring, I was, what with the dropping of you an’ all, but
they swore to a man they had never touched you indecent-like. Was
they telling truth, miss? If not, so help me I’ll have their livers
for it.”

“No, no, they did not…take liberties—except to break
into the chamber and carry me off! There was something of a
struggle—perhaps that’s how my gown got into this condition.” Kate
felt herself blushing again as she recalled all too clearly just
how her dress had actually come to its present state of
disorder.

“Lor’, miss, a struggle and a half from what they
tells. Big Sam’ll be limping for days with that kick you gave him,
see if he don’t. I wish I could have seen it all instead of
standing lookout down below. They bit off more than they could chew
with this scheme of theirn, and no mistake. Who’d a thought a lady
of the quality could fight like a bloody tiger—begging your pardon,
miss.”

“Scheme? What scheme?”

“Now, miss, I’ve misspoke out of turn, I have. It’s
not my place to explain, truly.”

“Then whose is it? The captain’s I suppose. I still
insist on seeing him, even if I have to do it in this state. It’s
his business to see me, and to set me free at once.”

“Well, not exactly, miss. It’s really not up to
Cap’n, you see.”

“Not up to the captain? What sort of ship is
this?”

“Why, miss, it’s what you might call a cooperative
business venture. That is, we all have shares and a say in how
things go. The Hispaniola’s a sort of an independent
privateer, you could say, miss.”

“Independent privateer? Good God, you mean you’re
pirates?”

“Gentlemen of fortune, if you please miss, gentlemen
of fortune. Pirate do have a nasty sort of a ring to
it.”

“A nasty sort of a noose, more like! So you’re a
pirate, are you? I suppose you got the name Red Stevie from all the
innocent people you’ve slaughtered.”

The lad looked heart struck. “Oh no, miss, truly, I
never slaughtered nobody. Well, not unless you count that time we
was ambushed by them filthy swines of One-Ear Freddie’s,
outnumbered us three to one, they did, but not for long. I mean,
no, miss. It’s Red for my hair, you see.”

“Your hair? But—”

“I were a proper ginger nut when I were little, but
now it’s got darker. More of a russet, they say, though I can’t
really see it myself.”

Kate’s gaze was drawn to the abundant curls
scattered every which way under Stevie’s well-worn cap. Yes, even
in the dim light they did seem to be a lovely shade of reddish
brown. She found herself wanting to run her fingers through them,
to smooth the tangles out and—Abruptly she pulled back her
wandering thoughts, more conscious than ever of the precarious
state of her clothing.

“Oh, the deuce take your wretched hair, you
heartless marauder.” Stevie gasped in shock at this unladylike
language, or perhaps at the characterization. “Why didn’t you set
my gown to rights when you had the chance?”

“Why, miss, I were that afeared for your poor head,
all I could think was to get you settled in, all safe and sound
here in my cabin and—”

“Your cabin!” Kate was on her feet again.
“Oh, now the mystery begins to come clear. You refuse to tell me
why I’m here, you refuse to let me leave—”

“Now, miss, that’s not—”

“And here I’ve been on that bed all this time, alone
with you, asleep and helpless. No wonder you’re so worried about
what those ruffians might have done—you don’t want to share! Pray
tell, just what liberties did you take while I was lying there at
your mercy?”

“I never did—not a bit of it! Never once has Red
Stevie took advantage of no one defenseless—”

“Oh, so you prefer your victims wide awake, is that
it? Do you enjoy the thrill of conquest? I warn you, I’m well able
to defend myself. You’ll not find me easy prey, you libertine!”

“There’s no call to go a-saying such things to me. I
never forced no woman in my life, I didn’t, nor never would. Nor
never had no call to, neither! There’s allus been plenty of women
as has been glad to share my bed, all willing-like, and welcome
they’ve been, an’ all. Begging your pardon if I speak too free—I’m
fond of the ladies, true enough, but I ain’t no sneaking, nasty
Jack. I hate to see harm come to any woman, not if I can stop it,
nor would I never cause none neither. Fair dealing, aboveboard and
true blue, that’s my motto, you ask anyone. Word of honor—and Red
Stevie’s word is good—”

“I know, I know, from Canada to Cape Horn. Very
reassuring, that—word of a pirate, honor of a thief and
murderer.”

“Now then, I never done no murder, miss, no one can
say I have! Just self-defense in a fair fight.”

“My congratulations.” She sank back onto the bunk
and put her head in her hands, muttering, “I suppose I should have
known better. Two concerted attacks on my virtue in one
night would be too far-fetched to be believed. Such a thing would
be too improbable even for one of de Laclos’s most outrageous
narratives.”

“Two attacks? But you just said as how the lads
never touched you!”

Kate looked up at Stevie, amazed at the fury she saw
in those green eyes. “It wasn’t them. It happened before they ever
got there. Don’t worry, I defended my honor successfully. I imagine
she’ll think twice before she tries something like that again.”

Stevie seemed taken aback. “She? Who was it, then,
that Dilly Clothes?”

“No, de Laclos is a French novelist, and a man to
boot, you ignorant—”

“Why, I am not neither ignorant! I can read an’
write an’ all. I knows Carson’s Principles of Navigation
like the back of my hand, ask anybody. And what’s more, I done read
three whole other books, besides.”

Kate, who was accustomed to read that many books in
a week, couldn’t help but hide a smile. “Why, which three books
have you read?”

Stevie recited the titles proudly, pronouncing each
word with slow care. “Advice to Young Gentlemen on Manners and
Morals, Principles of Political Economy and Taxation, and Mrs.
Pritchart’s Housewife’s Companion, With Herbal Receipts for
Stillroom and Kitchen. There’s a fourth one, too, but I can’t
tackle it. Cap’n says it’s Latin an’ all, much good may it do
me.”

“Whatever made you choose those particular
books?”

“Why, they chose me, in a manner of speaking, miss,
since they was at the bottom of the chest as was my share of what
we…uh…liberated off a Dutch frigate near Aruba last July.”

“Liberated? You mean stole, don’t you? You’re
nothing but a common criminal! You’re as bad as all those other
rapscallions. Well, I’m not afraid of you, and I’m not afraid of
them. Now stand aside and let me pass.”

Kate stood and tried to push her way to the door,
but Stevie grabbed her by the shoulders, firmly but not ungently,
and held her still. They stood like that for a long moment, glaring
at each other, and then Stevie pulled Kate forward into a kiss.

At first Kate froze, aware of nothing but the
impudent mouth claiming her own and the strong arms holding her.
But as the kiss went on, her fury built—fury at Stevie for the
effrontery, and fury at herself for enjoying it. Finally she pushed
herself back, breaking off the kiss, but Stevie still held her
fast.

“If this is your notion of chivalry, I’d hate to see
treachery. ‘I’d never force myself on any woman’—hah!”

Stevie grinned at her. “Now then, lass, I never said
as I wouldn’t steal a kiss or two, now did I? What did you expect?
You’ve said yourself I’m naught but a thief. And you such a pretty
thing an’ all. How could I resist taking just one little kiss?”

“Little!”

“And besides, you seemed willing enough to give what
I was after taking. Hardly even fair to call that stealing, now is
it?”

“Ooooh! Why, you rogue, you lowlife, you…You, sir,
are no gentleman!”

“Truer words were never spoken, lass. I ain’t no
gentleman, not a bit—nor no sir, neither. No more than you are,
lass.”

At first Kate could make no sense out of this
strange declaration, but then Stevie pulled her in for another
kiss, embracing her more tightly. As Stevie drew her close, the
meaning of the words began to sink in. Kate realized that the mouth
caressing hers was as soft as her own. The body pressed against
hers was not only well muscled, but well curved. Stevie might be
boyish looking, but she was definitely a woman. And a rascal. And
very, very nice to kiss.


Chapter Four

Eventually Kate realized she needed to breathe. She
pulled her head back a little and gazed at Stevie, very conscious
of the hammering of her own heart.

The pirate’s eyes had a glassy, unfocused look.
After a moment she shook her head as if to clear it, and a grin
spread over her face. “Lor’, miss, who taught you how to kiss like
that?”

Struck speechless, Kate could feel herself blushing
and hoped the dim light would conceal it. Still held fast in the
pirate’s arms, without the kissing to distract her she was even
more aware of the well-formed body pressing hers so tightly. She
felt her blush deepening.

Stevie bent her head, clearly seeking another kiss.
Kate closed her eyes in anticipation, only to open them again,
stiffening and shrinking back in alarm at the sound of heavy
footsteps and gruff voices, coming from somewhere nearby.

Stevie released her hold, swiftly pulling off her
jacket and handing it to Kate. The noise was rapidly approaching
the closed cabin door. “Here, miss, put this on, quick-like.”

She barely had time to comply before Stevie draped
one arm protectively around her waist and turned to angle herself
between Kate and the door, her free hand resting on the hilt of her
dagger.

The door burst open, and half a dozen ferocious
faces, variously adorned with scars, scraggly beards, and
pockmarks, crowded the narrow doorway. The pirates were jostling
one another and laughing nastily.

“Now then, shipmates, just what in thunder are you
a-going on about? What’s to do?” Stevie’s voice was jocular on the
surface, but underneath there was a definite hint of steel. Coupled
with her narrowed gaze and the not-so-casual play of her hand on
the dagger hilt, this was sufficient to deflate the assembled
buccaneers into something approaching sobriety with a swiftness
that in other circumstances Kate would have found highly
amusing.

“Now then, Red,” said the one with the biggest scars
and the fewest teeth, “no need to take on so. No harm meant, no
harm at all. We was just come to bring our guest”—he paused for a
leer at Kate, who was doing her best not to cringe and was very
glad of Stevie’s supporting arm—“up on deck for a little chat.
Cap’n’s orders.”

At the word chat, a guffaw burst from one of
the other pirates, instantly stifled by a glare from Stevie.

“And just what kind of chat would that be then,
lads?”

“Now then, now then, Cap’n do want to offer his
compliments to the lady and to have hisself a little friendly
discussion—of a financial nature, I’ll be bound.” Loud laughs
greeted this sally. Stevie did not join them.

Kate’s heart sank. Even her limited knowledge of
matters piratical made it obvious they expected her to produce some
kind of ransom. Whatever sum they demanded would doubtless be
beyond her slender means to satisfy, even if she was to offer them
all her worldly possessions. Clearly, her only recourse would be to
get word to Clarissa, in hope that the squire could supply the
funds. The shame of it, after she had renounced their generosity
and determined to make her own way. And oh heavens, Clarissa’s
fiancé might be asked to contribute as well. The thought was almost
more than she could bear—to be beholden to the very one who had
stolen away Clarissa’s heart and destroyed her own hopes of
happiness.

Stevie looked up at her, her grim expression
softening. “Well now, you did say as how you wanted to speak to
Cap’n, miss.” With an effort, Kate managed an approximation of a
brave smile. Stevie turned back to the pirates. “What Cap’n wants,
Cap’n gets. Lead the way, me buckos. I’ll escort the
lady.”

They complied with only moderate grumbling,
fortunately too indistinct for Kate to make out since she suspected
it was well laced with shocking oaths.

Stevie gave Kate a reassuring squeeze. “It’s all
right, miss. I’ll see you come to no harm, my word on that. And Red
Stevie’s word—”

“Is good. Yes, I’m beginning to realize that. Thank
you.”

They made their way down the darkened passage and up
the ladder to the main deck. The moonlight was bright enough to see
fairly well by, and the smell was certainly better in the open air,
but with the breeze over the water it was chilly, and Kate was glad
of Stevie’s jacket for warmth as well as modesty.

Far too many pirates in various stages of
intoxicated hilarity were crowded around. As Stevie guided her
through the throng, Kate caught glimpses of the sea around them and
the dim outline of the shore beyond. It was much too far to try to
swim even if she managed to elude her captors long enough to reach
the rail and jump overboard. Not a light was showing anywhere, so
there was no point in trying to scream or signal for help. She was
trapped.

Stevie led her up onto the quarterdeck. Awaiting
them in solitary state was the handsomest man Kate had ever seen
(not excepting even her dimly remembered Cousin Jonathan, up until
that moment her standard of male beauty). The man’s sable hair was
neatly dressed, and the immaculate apparel that graced his tall,
broad-shouldered frame and well-muscled limbs would not have shamed
a Bond Street beau. His chiseled features were saved from the
commonplace of mere perfection by a faint scar on his left cheek.
His piercing gray eyes were fixed on Kate with a carefully neutral
expression.

It could only be the captain, but what was such an
Adonis doing among this ragged bunch of ruffians?

“Good evening, ma’am,” he said, bowing slightly to
Kate. His voice was deep and well-bred. With a smile and nod he
acknowledged Stevie, who remained steadfastly at Kate’s side. “I am
Richard Sommers. Permit me to apologize for the circumstances under
which I must welcome you aboard the Hispaniola. I trust that
you have recovered from your unfortunate indisposition?”

“Oh yes, indeed, Captain. I feel quite recovered,
thank you.” Inwardly, Kate allowed herself a tiny stirring of hope.
Even in her small, inland village, they had heard of the famous
Richard Sommers, better known as Dashing Dick, The Gentleman
Buccaneer. Dashing Dick, renowned for his daring exploits, and even
more celebrated for his courtly behavior, most especially his
respectful treatment of women prisoners. Perhaps…

But he was still speaking. “I truly regret the
necessity of disturbing you, but I fear we must lose no time in
addressing certain matters of a business nature. To our mutual
benefit, of course.”

His delicate phrasing was drowned out by raucous
laughter from the pirates on the deck below. Someone in the crowd
shouted, “Atta boy, Cap’n, get down to it!”

Kate tried to conceal her fear with a firm tone of
voice. “Pray continue, Captain. In what way may I assist you?”

“The merest trifle, which I trust will not
discommode you unduly. I beg that you indulge me by composing a
brief letter to your father—”

“My father!”

Mistaking the reason for Kate’s shocked tone, he
continued smoothly, “Or your man of business, then, if that seems
more suitable to you.”

“My man of business? I’m afraid I don’t—”

“Pray do not distress yourself. The matter is
simplicity itself, an ordinary commercial transaction we have
undertaken many times with generous persons such as yourself. A
transfer of certain monies to our communal benefit fund.” More
harsh pirate laughter. “As a token of appreciation for the
enjoyment of our hospitality in safety and good health.”

The unpleasant implications of this courteous speech
chilled Kate through and through. Even Stevie’s presence provided
no reassurance. With a sinking heart, she realized that the
captain’s reference to her (of course nonexistent) man of business
meant he believed her to be wealthy.

She tried to imagine what could have happened.
Perhaps through some improbable concatenation of circumstance,
gossip had reached these desperados of her dining with Lady
Isabella at the inn and of her intended journey to Rushton Hall,
and they had believed her to be expected there as a guest rather
than an employee, and thus a person of rank and fortune. Or could
they somehow have learned of her mother’s connection with the
wealthy Pembroke family and decided to track her down because of
that? Either possibility seemed equally far-fetched.

The whole matter was mysterious, not least the
kidnapping itself, taking place as it had at a country inn instead
of on the high seas. She had certainly never heard of pirates
marauding on dry land. With a start, she focused again on her
surroundings. Clearly, the captain had been silently regarding her
for some time, awaiting a response.

“I beg your pardon, Captain. I shall certainly be
most happy to compose an appropriate letter.” To Clarissa,
she added silently, and pray God she does not fail me. “But
I am not precisely sure what to say. I have little experience in
these matters, as you may gather.”

The captain smiled at her dry tone, apparently
approving her show of spirit. “Of course, I quite understand. You
allude to the amount of your contribution. I prefer to deal with
these matters in a straightforward way.”

How much would they expect? Kate tried to imagine a
point of comparison and thought of the reward notices she had seen
over the years for the capture of various criminals. Sometimes the
amounts were as much as fifty pounds—more than a year’s wages for a
governess. Or even several hundred in special cases. But oh
heavens, they thought she was wealthy. Perhaps they would expect
five hundred, or even a thousand? How could the squire, a
comfortable but far from rich man, manage to raise so much cash? A
cold dread seized her as she realized she might be forced to do the
one thing she had sworn she never would—appeal to the Pembrokes.
Perhaps Cousin Jonathan—

The Captain cleared his throat, regaining Kate’s
wandering attention. “I think an acceptable sum would be something
in the neighborhood of”—Kate held her breath—“thirty”—Kate offered
a silent prayer of thanks—“thousand pounds.”

“Thirty thousand pounds? Thirty thousand?”
shrieked Kate. “Are you quite mad, sir? I’ve never possessed so
much as thirty thousand pence in my entire life, nor am I
ever likely to! I doubt Croesus himself could supply such a
staggering sum.”

In the midst of her outburst, she felt Stevie’s hand
come to rest against her back. It steadied her. As her blaze of
anger died down, Kate searched the captain’s handsome features for
signs of displeasure at her display of temper but saw only a sneer
of faint amusement, touched by cynicism.

“I do so detest vulgar dickering, especially with a
lady,”—his emphasis on the word held more than a tinge of
contempt—”such as yourself. Madam, your description of your
circumstances does credit to your prudence, but I really must
protest this excess of charmingly feminine modesty. Indeed, you
surprise me. I would have thought, given your plans for the near
future, you would wish to conclude our transaction and proceed to
your destination with dispatch.”

It seemed that he did know of her intended journey
to Rushton. “As you say, I am certainly anxious to reach my
destination without delay.”

“And I am sure you are equally anxious that all
knowledge of your little detour remains quite private. Discretion
is such a valuable quality.”

The smooth voice was steely now, and the piercing
gray eyes held hers with a significance that hit Kate like a blow
to the stomach. If it ever became known that she had spent time as
a prisoner of these pirates, alone and undefended, her reputation
would be destroyed, even if they never harmed her in any way.
Society would believe her ruined, so ruined she would be.

Worse still, to ask anyone for help she must tell
them what had befallen her. How could they help but believe the
worst? The squire and Cousin Jonathan and even dear Clarissa might
turn their backs on her. Isabella’s cruel words echoed in her
memory, describing the fate that awaited her should her character
be lost. What good would it do to free herself from the clutches of
these criminals, only to end up on the streets, cast-off and alone?
She shuddered, and Stevie slipped an arm around her shoulders. It
helped, a little.

Somehow she must find a way out of this. But thirty
thousand pounds? It sounded like something out of a fairy tale—a
most unpleasant one. They might as well ask her to spin straw into
gold, or conjure jewels from the air. “Please believe me, Captain,
I have no wish to argue with you, but I fear you are terribly
mistaken about my ability to pay you.”

The pirates on the deck below began to murmur. There
was laughter, but with an undertone of menace. Kate noticed a
shadowy movement behind the captain and saw they’d been joined on
the quarterdeck by a giant figure. He was easily several inches
taller than the captain (himself well over six feet), with dark
skin and darker clothing that made him hard to see clearly. He had
moved absolutely silently, and now he stood utterly still. Kate
shivered.

Stevie gave her shoulder an encouraging squeeze as
she whispered in her ear, “That’s Mustafa. He’s a friend.”

The captain moved closer to Kate. “Madam, my
patience is wearing thin. Pray cease these feeble protestations of
poverty, or I will give serious consideration to increasing the
amount. Indeed, I am beginning to think I must write to your father
myself.”

“You would find that a trifle difficult, Captain. My
father is dead.”

“Dead? When did this happen?”

“Some months ago. And I thank you, sir, for your
condolences.”

Abashed, the captain took a step back. “I beg your
pardon, ma’am. I meant no offense. Pray excuse me and accept my
sympathy for your loss.” In an aside to Stevie, he said, “I find it
hard to believe Moody would not have written to tell us about that.
Perhaps the letter missed us somehow.”

“Aye, Cap’n, bound to be. Miss, I do be that sorry
for you. I know I miss me own da som’at fierce, though it were many
a year since he passed on.” She gave the captain a significant
glance.

He sighed. “Yes, we both knew this scheme of Moody’s
was trouble from the start. In any case, madam, surely that sad
event simplifies things, since your father’s death must give you
greater access to your fortune.”

“My fortune? Really, sir, just what sort of a
fortune do you imagine to be at the command of a parson’s
daughter?”


Chapter Five

Bedlam ensued among the pirates. The only
intelligible phrase to emerge from a sea of profanity was
parson’s daughter, echoed over and over in tones of anger
and disbelief. Stevie drew Kate back from the rail separating them
from the crowd below.

A sneering voice from behind them cut through the
din. “Well, well, well—if that don’t beat all.”

A scrawny figure emerged from the shadows to stand
between them and the captain. He was short—hardly taller than
Stevie—and bandy-legged. His scruffy hair, narrow pointy face, and
beady eyes made him look positively rodent-like. Stevie turned
slightly to keep herself between him and Kate.

Shouts of George Moody! and Welcome back,
George! greeted him, but he ignored them.

“Here I come up with a prime scheme to make us all
as rich as lords—carry off one of the wealthiest women in England
and hold her for ransom. One last big prize before we all go our
separate ways. I spend months slaving for the bitch to set it all
up, trim and tight and everything in place, easy as kiss my hand,
and when it comes down to it, instead of Blazing Bella Lovelace and
her thirty thousand pounds, you carry off some nobody of a parson’s
daughter. Poorer than one of her father’s church mice into the
bargain, I’ll be bound.”

“Good evening, Moody. So kind of you to finally join
us,” drawled the captain.

“Well, I had to wait for the ruckus to settle, now
didn’t I, before I come traipsing off out here? A fine thing it
would be for the newest member of Her Ladyship’s bodyguard to come
up missing when she called for us. The which she didn’t do,
neither, until you’d had plenty of time to make good your getaway.
And not a word did she say about little Miss Parson here. No one at
the inn even knows she’s gone.”

“What!”

He smirked at Kate’s reaction. “Oh, that’s Blazing
Bella for you. Thinks of herself first, last, and always, does that
one. Not gonna raise a fuss to help someone else, least of all when
it’ll lead to questions she don’t want to answer. Don’t worry, by
morning she’ll have come up with some story to explain why you
left. So if you’re counting on a rescue, forget it,
sweetheart.”

Kate wasn’t sure whether to be glad or sorry. With
no hue and cry of her kidnapping, her reputation was still safe,
even if she herself was not.

“Of course, it wouldn’t have done you no good even
if she’d screamed the roof down, since those fools at the inn
wouldn’t have dared disturb her ‘nightmares’. Lord knows she’s used
that dodge aplenty when she’s expecting private company, in case
they gets a bit excited.” He leered at her.

Good heavens, thought Kate, just how many people
know of my attempted seduction? Maybe she had no reputation left to
worry about.

“But nobody heard a peep out of you, from what they
tell me. So I guess you’re not the type what gets noisy in the
sack.”

Kate was too shocked by his outrageousness to come
up with a response more coherent than a strangled squawk. He
compounded his effrontery by looking her up and down, his eyes
lingering in a way that made her long to punch him somewhere
memorable. Stevie’s grip on her tightened, and Kate was sure the
wish was a shared one.

“Not that I didn’t hear plenty of other commotion.
Did you clowns have to be so bloody loud about it?”

“She kicked me, George!” came a deep voice from the
front rank of the crowd of pirates.

“What, Blazing Bella kicked you, Sam? I’m surprised
she bothered to make that much effort for the sake of little Miss
Churchmouse.”

“No, not her—it were that ‘un there, dam—er, darn
her.”

“Like it rough, do ya, sweetheart? That’s right
fine. I like ’em spirited.”

Kate ground her teeth to keep from spitting in his
face. She heard a low growl from Stevie and felt much better.

“What you do or do not like is of no interest to me
whatsoever.” She paused, looking him up and down disdainfully.
“Sir.” He narrowed his eyes at her, clearly recognizing the
intended insult, but before things could escalate
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