
Chapter One

			Julia Farrow slipped the fingerless leather gloves over her hands, snugging them past her wrists and tightening the laces across the back with one hand and her teeth. She’d gotten quite good at that part and was more than a little grateful that with the gloves, her weapons training sessions with Jack Massey, quartermaster of the Banshee, no longer ended early due to her bleeding palms. She smiled to herself, recalling the unexpected trouble she and Branna ran into the day she had purchased them.

			While the danger had been real and she never looked forward to Branna fighting, she was pleased to have made a new friend in the young street urchin Henry, who now followed her around every chance he got. The arrangement Branna had made with Josiah Coombs, a former agent of Captain Cyrus Jagger, to be her eyes and ears in and around Nassau had been working out even better than she’d hoped.

			She really ought to make more of an effort to be less surprised. With Branna, the unexpected occurred far too frequently for it to even be considered unexpected. This was her life now, the one she had agreed to when she signed her name to the Banshee’s Articles and became the ship’s newest officer. Well, she hadn’t signed in blood exactly and Branna had been clear she could change her mind at any time, but she wanted to do this. She was determined, however foolishly, to share this life with Branna.

			She curled her fingers, stretching the leather. She would have thought her hands were tough enough from sailing, but the braided leather grip of her cutlass was an entirely new assault on her palms to which she hadn’t yet grown accustomed.

			The courtyard of Travers Trading Post at the port of Nassau was quiet this early. Genevieve Travers, owner and operator, had bustled around at dawn collecting glasses and emptying ash cans, and left a mug of coffee for Julia as was her custom this past week while Julia used the space to train for her new position as purser aboard the Banshee.

			She drew her cutlass from the scabbard at her hip and began working through a series of warmup exercises while waiting for Jack. She enjoyed the feel of her strengthening muscles, warming and loosening with the movements, which a week ago was so very foreign to her and now something to which she looked forward.

			“I was told I’d find you here.”

			Julia whirled at the deep rumbling voice to find a large, dark-skinned man in the entryway, a short sword in each hand, and her heart rate picked up. Caught off guard, again, but only for a moment. She breathed deeply and squared her shoulders. “Are you here to fight me?”

			He crossed the courtyard slowly, rotating the swords around as he approached. “I’m afraid so.”

			“Afraid?” She sidestepped, keeping herself out of range and keeping a table between them, her lip twitching into a teasing smile. “Of me?”

			He barked a laugh. “Best hope that wee blade of yours is as sharp as your tongue.”

			“You’re about to find out, sir.”

			Julia kicked a chair, sending it sliding hard into his knees. He grunted, staggering enough at the contact that Julia had him on his heels as she rounded the table and sent a slashing cut to his neck. He parried, forced back another step into a table behind, catching him behind the knees, unbalancing him further, and allowing her another opening.

			Julia controlled her breathing like she’d practiced and worked everything she had learned in the past week, as well as a few improvised moves that just felt right. She couldn’t rely on strength to beat opponents and Jack had encouraged her to be creative.

			She stayed on the offensive, forcing him to use both blades to fend her off as she slashed and cut from across and below, making sure to never overcommit and leave herself open to counterattack.

			She knew he was toying with her. It had only been a week, and while she was a quick study, she had a lot to learn. He could have easily skewered her through the heart whenever he wanted, but he was putting her through her paces instead. She was willing to take whatever advantage he gave her.

			She couldn’t keep it up, though. He was too big and too strong, and she was tiring quickly. She sent a flurry of crosscuts to his midsection before darting away, putting another table between them and allowing herself a few moments to rest. She was breathing hard and sweating harder. So was he.

			He mopped across his bald head with the back of his left arm and sucked in a breath to speak. “I underestimated you. I thought this would be over much quicker.”

			Julia allowed herself a small smile of satisfaction. “You can yield anytime.”

			He smiled apologetically. “I cannot, miss. I have my orders.”

			“What? Whose ord—bugger!”

			He closed the distance in two long strides, using his much-greater height to rain chopping strikes down on her with both blades.

			Iron against iron clanged a staccato beat as all Julia could do was raise her blade to take the blows, absorbing each impact with the quickly exhausting muscles of her shoulders and back. She had to move.

			The next time their blades clashed, she twisted her hips and shoulders to the left, throwing his blade off and forcing him to step wide to keep his balance. She tucked and rolled between his splayed legs, coming up behind him onto her feet and twisting around into a powerful crosscut to his back that he barely blocked and not before her blade sliced his shirt open.

			His eyes went wide. “Bloody hell!”

			Julia sucked in a shocked breath at how close she came to severing his spine and hesitated. He took the opportunity to bring his right sword down sharply on her blade near the hilt, knocking it from her hand with a clatter while his left thrust out, the point stopping mere inches from her throat, forcing her back against a table.

			Julia threw her hands behind her, groping for the table to keep from falling and closed her eyes. “I yield.”

			“Are you all right, miss?” Nat Hooper, the Banshee’s bosun moved his swords to one hand and gripped her shoulder.

			Julia cracked an eye and grinned. “I had you, Nat.”

			“Aye, miss,” he agreed and helped her straighten off the table. “You may be right.”

			“May be?” Julia dragged the back of her sleeve across her forehead to wipe sweat from her eyes. She collected her cutlass and sheathed it, then stuck her entire hand through the hole in the back of his shirt.

			“Quite impressive, Julia!” Genevieve called from nearby where she’d apparently been watching. She had two large tankards of ale she held out to them. “I had no idea how far you’ve come. Branna will be pleased.”

			Julia took the ale and guzzled some in a fashion that would have her mother turning over in her grave at her ill manners. “Speaking of our dear Captain. Did she send you?”

			Nat shrugged shyly. “Aye, miss. She wants to know if you could handle yourself against a much larger threat.”

			“Does she now?” Julia’s brows rose. “And what will you be telling her, Mr. Hooper?”

			“That she needn’t worry so much, miss.”

			Julia hid her smile behind another drink of ale.

			“Oy!”

			They all turned at the shout from the entryway to see Gus scowling, hands on hips.

			“We’re waitin’ on you lot,” he barked and hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “Tide’s turnin’ now. Captain’s ready to go.”

			Julia’s heart beat hard with a jolt of excitement. It was time. She was as prepared as she was going to get in the time they had. Her life, repaired and restored, just like the Banshee, started now.

			“Fair winds!” Genevieve called before going back to her work.

			A week of nonstop intense training with Jack, and Branna sent Nat to test her. Julia was both annoyed with Branna and pleased with herself. She knew she didn’t really beat him. He could have ended that fight anytime. Nevertheless, she held her own and that was a tremendous accomplishment. She didn’t need anyone to tell her that, but she’d be lying if she said she didn’t hope Nat spoke well of her to Branna.

			Her distracted thoughts led her to slow, dropping behind Nat and Gus as they wended their way down the busy dock toward the boat waiting to take them out to the ship and get underway.

			The harbor was always busy at high tide with ships both coming and going, loading and unloading. Merchants, sailors, dockworkers, and errand boys crowded the limited space, dodging each other and crates of cargo and supplies stacked haphazardly on every available flat surface.

			She jumped out of the way of a rushing young sailor and bumped into the back of a man who appeared to be urinating off the dock. He swore and staggered around to face her.

			Julia’s face flamed with embarrassment, and she quickly looked away while he buttoned his stained breeches with one hand and swilled from a grimy bottle with the other.

			“Watch where yer goin’,” he growled, wiping his face with the back of his arm.

			Julia’s gaze flicked over him, and she grimaced as his rum-soaked breath and sour body odor washed over her. She knew him and he was drunker and filthier than when she’d seen him a week ago—likely having neither washed nor stopped drinking since. “Are you all right?”

			He swayed. “Don’ I look all right?”

			She peered down to the end of the dock and could see the boat, Nat at the oars, bobbing in the water, and a very annoyed-looking Gus scanning the crowds for her.

			“I’m in a bit of a hurry, Mr. Blythe, but I could take a few minutes to help—”

			“Don’t need no help,” he slurred, his eyes narrowing. “An’ how the ’ell do ya know my name?”

			“We met a few days ago at the tavern. I’m Julia Far—”

			“Right. Right.” He wagged a greasy finger. “I ’member now. Yer Kelly’s slag.”

			Julia took a step back at the insult. While she understood the source of his anger toward Branna, she was no longer interested in helping him unless she was helping him off the edge of the dock with her boot in his arse. She turned with a wave of her hand. “Carry on, then.”

			She yelped when his hand clamped hard around her right arm. She tried to pull away and his grip tightened painfully. “Let me go,” she gasped, her pulse pounding with shock and a jolt of fear.

			He jerked her back toward him and snarled in her ear, “Kelly ain’t who ya think. She’s a liar an’ coward. Don’ let ’er fool ya inta believin’ otherwise.”

			Her fear quickly turned to anger at the insult to Branna and she bent her arm and twisted sharply away from him, breaking his hold. She spun back, sending her elbow into his throat, just like Jack had showed her.

			Thomas Blythe gagged, clutching his neck, and staggered backward over a crate onto his arse. Julia made no move to help when he vomited all over himself.

			“Well done, Julia,” Gus said.

			Julia rubbed her arm, still feeling the press of his hand against her skin. “How much did you see?”

			“Enough.” He reached for her arm. “Are you hurt?”

			“I’m fine. Just a bruise. It’s nothing.”

			Gus started them walking toward the end of the dock. “Since we’re heading out, Blythe gets a reprieve, but I assure you, Branna will take care of him when we—”

			“No. It was a misunderstanding.”

			“Branna will not see it that way.”

			“Don’t tell her.”

			He stopped. “Julia, I have to tell—”

			“You don’t.” Julia fixed him with her gaze. “I’m fine. Thomas Blythe is…”

			“Is what?”

			She knew the haunted look in his eyes all too well. The difference was, she had help to deal with her trauma—family, friends, financial security. And bodies to bury. She knew what happened to her crew and she could make peace with that. Without knowing what happened to the Windswept, Thomas Blythe would continue to suffer as if it happened just yesterday. Julia cleared her throat, tears threatening. “In a lot of pain. Pain I understand and I don’t want to add to.”

			Gus sighed heavily and nodded. “This may come back around, Julia. I hope you’re prepared if it does.”

			“I know. I’ll handle it.”

			




Chapter Ten

			While Branna dressed, her gaze frequently traveled to the bed where Julia still slept, peaceful and beautiful. Their lovemaking had been both urgent and tender, passionate and patient, desperate and hopeful.

			Julia had reassured her, time and again—with her mouth and hands—their love was strong. Branna had worshipped Julia in kind, and they had fallen asleep in a tangle of sweaty, trembling limbs.

			“You’re going to make me blush, Captain, if you keep looking at me like that,” Julia murmured with a sleepy smile.

			Branna tore her gaze from the curve of Julia’s hip. “I’m sorry.”

			“No, you’re not.” Julia stretched her arms above her head, letting the sheet fall away from her and treating Branna to a generous view of her breasts.

			“Christ, woman.” Branna covered her eyes with her hand and peeked through her fingers. “Don’t do that.”

			“My apologies, Captain,” she teased. “I know how much trouble you have controlling your salacious impulses.”

			Branna sat at the side of the bed and brushed her fingers across Julia’s breasts, and Julia gasped and arched under her hand. “Yes, but control them I must.”

			“You’re a cruel woman.” Julia sat up and pulled the sheet to cover herself. “Where are you going?”

			Branna slung her sword across her back. “I’m meeting with Captain Shaw today to discuss our sale of the cargo.”

			“Will we have supper later?”

			Branna had an idea to move forward with the plan, but it was best if Julia didn’t know the details. “Aye, I’ll meet you at the bar.”

			“Meet me?”

			“We’re on the outs, remember? We shouldn’t be seen together.”

			“How should I dress?”

			“It’s your plan, Julia. Make it work.”

			 

			 

			As anxious as she was about their plan—or lack thereof—to take down Captain Shaw, Julia was pleased to have the day to herself. She spent the morning sparring with Jack and Nat. It was good to stretch her muscles and she was delighted Jack felt her ready to work with two opponents. They moved at half speed, but it was a challenge for her and she loved working through the strategic possibilities.

			The afternoon she spent working on the accounts, and as she fell deeper into the work, the hours sped by. When she looked up at the waning light, she knew she had let the day get away from her. She would have to hurry if she was going to be on time to meet Branna.

			She smoothed a hand down the front of her dress. It was crimson with a low-cut bodice and elegant black stitching over the full skirt. Merriam had talked her into buying it as a surprise for Branna. She was irritated that this was the occasion Branna would first see her in it, but she had a job to do, and this dress would get Captain Shaw’s attention.

			She stepped into her boots. She had shoes to go with the dress, but she needed better mobility and also a place to hide a weapon. She slipped the dagger into her boot before running a hand through her loose hair, shaking it out to curl just below her ears.

			Jack and Nat were waiting for her on deck to escort her as far as the tavern entrance, after which they would make themselves scarce and keep an eye on things from outside. Gus and Branna should already be there. The men were engrossed in some conversation when Julia emerged. “I’m ready.”

			The two men turned, their jaws dropping in similar expressions of awe when they saw her. “Whoa,” Jack whispered.

			Nat recovered first and elbowed Jack in the ribs and he scrambled over the ladder and into the waiting boat below. Nat bowed and offered his hand. “Miss, you look radiant.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Hooper.” She took his hand and let him help her over the gunwale.

			 

			 

			Julia wound her way through the crowded bar, scanning the people as she went. She didn’t see Branna anywhere. Perhaps she misunderstood where they were to meet. She could feel eyes on her from every corner of the room and she grew increasingly confused and worried.

			Captain Shaw appeared in front of her and gave her a low bow. “Miss Farrow, you look ravishing. May I buy you a drink?”

			“It’s kind of you to offer, Captain Shaw, but Captain Kelly promised me a proper meal to make up for last night’s”—she cleared her throat—“disappointment.”

			“Pardon my saying so, Miss Farrow, but your captain is a first-class fool.” His gaze turned toward the bar. “And a liar. She appears to have no intention of keeping that promise.”

			Julia followed his gaze in time to see Branna and Gus shoot a glass of rum and chase it with a large tankard of ale. Branna slammed the tankard down and, with a laugh, wiped her face with the back of her arm.

			Julia’s mouth dropped open. Branna was a genius. She had stood her up. “I believe I’ll take that drink now, Captain Shaw.”

			With a jerk of his head the other occupants of his usual table scattered, and he held a chair for Julia and poured her a glass of his finest rum. “You deserve better, Miss Farrow.”

			Julia sipped her drink and eyed him across the table. She had to be very careful now. She didn’t want to make it too easy for him. He had to feel he had won her. “Captain Kelly has been good to me.”

			He raised an eyebrow. “Forgive me, but that’s not how it seemed last night.”

			“Yes, well, our relationship is not without its difficulties.”

			“If I may be so bold, I would like to make you a counteroffer.”

			Julia raised her eyebrows over her glass.

			He leaned across the table and took her hand in his. His eyes flashed with excitement and the pulse jumped in his neck. “Sail with me, Miss Farrow. Kelly promised to make you a partner. I can make you a queen. You say you need respect? I say a woman like you should be worshipped. Choose me and I will give you the world.”

			“I was under the impression you are involved with the woman from the other night. Bridget Bennett, I believe her name is.”

			He sneered. “That ungrateful wench doesn’t know a good thing when she has it. I will not be keeping company with her for much longer.”

			Julia breathed an inward sigh of relief. Bridget was still alive. “And how should I interpret that, Captain Shaw? That you are so easily disappointed in your women and cast them aside at a whim?”

			He laughed. “I’m not a capricious man, Miss Farrow, I assure you, but you must forgive me my dalliances. With you, though, I see a future.”

			“That’s a generous offer, Captain, but I don’t know you, your crew or your ship. I would be a fool to believe you could keep such grandiose promises. And I assure you, I am no fool.”

			He smiled. “Then allow me to show you?”

			“Show me what, exactly?”

			“My ship, of course. I’ll prove to you I am the man I say.”

			Julia ran a finger around the rim of her glass. “You’ll assure my safety, Captain? I believe your crew may not all be as honorable as you.”

			“I promise you, Miss Farrow, I will be the perfect gentlemen and no harm will come to you.” He stood and extended his hand.

			“And you’ll return me to my ship?”

			“Just say the word.” His eyes brightened in victory.

			“You win, Captain Shaw.” She took his hand and let him pull her to her feet. “Let’s see this ship you speak so highly of.”

			 

			 

			The strain of the last few hours was taking its toll. The concentration it took for Julia to maintain a witty, playful conversation with Captain Shaw, while simultaneously looking for signs of Bridget were fatiguing her fast, and a vicious headache hammered behind her eyes. More than once in the last half hour she had to ask him to repeat himself as her mind drifted.

			He was thorough which made her job easier. He was determined to show her every inch of the ship and it was massive—larger than the Banshee. There were some places she couldn’t go of course, and he didn’t open every cabin and closet, but she saw no sign of Bridget or any woman for that matter. She was beginning to wonder if this was all for naught.

			He beamed. “So, Miss Farrow, what do you think?”

			Julia let her gaze roam up and down his body. “I think you and your ship are most impressive, Captain. You have much to be proud of.”

			Captain Shaw puffed up visibly from her praise. “Thank you, Miss Farrow. I’m pleased you think so.”

			Julia sighed dramatically. “I’ve had a lovely evening, Captain, but I’m afraid it’s late and I must be returning to my ship.”

			“But I haven’t yet shown you the captain’s quarters.”

			“Thank you, but—”

			“Please, Miss Farrow. I am a man of my word, and my intentions are honorable, I assure you.”

			She was already here, and she wouldn’t get another chance. She had been surprised that his personal cabin wasn’t the first stop. Perhaps because he had something to hide. “I would be delighted.”

			Captain Shaw held the door and gestured for her to enter. Julia stepped through and gasped at the sight. His quarters were twice the size of Branna’s. Ostentatious didn’t even begin to describe this cabin as she stepped carefully around the exotic animal hides dotting the floor. The furniture was leather, the tables gleaming exotic wood and iron, and the bed enormous and dressed with silk sheets and more animal hides. It was absurd.

			He must have interpreted her speechlessness as a compliment as he showed her around, picking up various instruments to show her how they worked. He showed her curios from his travels and spoke proudly of his hunting.

			Julia’s head pounded and she worked not to massage her temples under the onslaught of his ridiculousness. She let her gaze sweep the room, looking for anything unoffensive on which to rest her gaze.

			There against the bulkhead at the foot of the bed was a bolt lock. The same place a lock would have been if there was one on her office door in Branna’s quarters. It was suspicious as she couldn’t see a door. She moved to take a closer look and covered her movement by running her hand along the cool, smooth bed linens.

			“Very nice, Captain,” she purred and moved to the end of the bed. There was a door. She could just make out the outline of it. It was obviously built to be hidden. Her heart thumped wildly in her chest, and she clenched her fists to keep her hands from shaking. She needed to know.

			She threw a teasing look over her shoulder at him. “Is this where you keep your riches, Captain?” She threw the bolt and opened the door.

			She caught a flash of movement before the door slammed shut, Captain Shaw’s meaty hand on it and his angry face looming over her.

			“That room is off-limits, Miss Farrow,” he said menacingly.

			She flinched from his anger and that she didn’t have to fake. “I’m sorry, Captain. I didn’t realize.”

			“It is I who should apologize, Miss Farrow. You had no way of knowing and I’m sorry if I frightened you.” He took up her hand and pulled her away from the door. “But since you asked.” He stomped on one of the deck floorboards, making a hollow sound. “My riches, as you say, are most secure.”

			Julia eyed the floor and filed the information away. “I should go.”

			“Will I see you again?”

			“I can assure you, Captain, you will.”

			There was a boat waiting to take her back to the Banshee and Captain Shaw kissed the back of her hand as he helped her over the gunwale. “I anxiously await our next meeting, Miss Farrow.”

			“As do I, Captain.”

			




Chapter Eleven

			Branna paced the deck, her body so tense it was painful. Julia had been gone for hours. It was too dark to see movement, but the night sky was bright enough to see the Ferryman was still in port. She had no reason to think anything had gone wrong, but her insides twisted with worry.

			“There’s a boat approaching,” Nat called from the crow’s nest.

			Branna ran to the gunwale and waited, her hands gripping the wood. She heard the splash of the oars long before the boat came into view. She could just make out Julia in the bow and she let out a strangled breath of relief.

			Julia climbed the ladder and fell into Branna’s waiting arms, gripping Branna so tightly she thought her spine might snap.

			Branna finally pulled away far enough that she could see her face. Her eyes and hands moved over Julia’s body checking for injury. “Are you all right? Did he hurt you?”

			“I’m fine, Branna. I’m fine. I’m okay. No one hurt me.”

			“Come with me.” She pulled her toward the cabin.

			Julia let Branna lead her along until she got through the door and then moved directly to the desk and uncorked the rum bottle. She tried to pour but her hands shook so much she spilled more than made it to the glass.

			“Let me.” Branna took the bottle from her and poured her a generous drink while Julia sat on the bed and dropped her head into her hands.	

			“Julia?”

			“It’s nothing. Just a headache.” She gulped the drink Branna handed her with barely a wince.

			“Another?”

			Julia shook her head. “She’s there, Branna. Bridget is there and she’s alive, though not for much longer, I think.”

			“You saw her?”

			“Just a flash of movement. I know it was a woman so who else would it be? She’s locked in a room off the captain’s quarters.”

			Branna breathed deeply, her fists clenched in anger. “Okay.”

			Julia winced and rolled her head. “I wish there was something I could have done. She was there and I just left her.”

			Branna moved behind her and dug her thumbs into the taut muscles of her neck and shoulders. “No, Julia. There was nothing more you could do. You did well. You found out what we needed to know.”

			“God, that feels good. What now?”

			“I don’t know yet. I need to talk to the crew and we’re going to need help. I’ll have to go back into town, maybe talk to the Swansboroughs again and find out who here is still loyal to them.”

			“I don’t know if she has that much time, Bran.”

			She understood Julia’s frustration, but they couldn’t take on Captain Shaw on their own. He had too much support. They would have to find another way. “I know. We’ll do everything we can, I promise.”

			Julia blew out a breath, all the fight leaving her. She reached behind her and plucked at the laces of her dress. “Will you help me undo these? They’re tight.”

			Branna swiftly unlaced the back of Julia’s dress. “How did you get it on?”

			“Skill.” She sucked in a deep breath, her first of the night.

			Branna massaged her neck and shoulders again. “Did you bring that dress for me?”

			“I did. I’m sorry, but I don’t think you’ll be seeing me in it again.”

			“I understand. You look stunning, by the way.”

			“Thank you. I’ll get another one.”

			“Machree, you can wear whatever you like. Or nothing at all. You are beautiful to me no matter what.”

			“Thank you,” Julia whispered and leaned back into Branna’s hands.

			 

			 

			Julia sat in the bow of the boat, arms wrapped around herself even in the warmth of the morning. She stared at nothing while Jack rowed her, Branna, Nat, and Gus to the docks. They needed to find help to defeat Captain Shaw and they needed to move fast. Bridget was in more danger than ever, and all Julia could think about was how frightened she must be.

			Branna spoke quietly with Nat and Gus, though her gaze never traveled far from her. Julia knew she looked as poorly as she felt—drawn and pale. Her headache had eased for a while with Branna’s help, but it had returned overnight and was sapping her strength.

			Julia let Branna help her from the boat, grabbing up her skirt to keep it from getting tangled. She continued to dress in skirts and blouses, as much to follow Branna’s original wish and also because it was simply more comfortable. She kept her boots with a dagger tucked away as it gave her a semblance of protection.

			She stood on the dock and squinted into the morning sun, shielding her eyes as her head pounded anew. If only she could relax, she knew the pain would ease but there didn’t seem a chance of that anytime soon. Not as long as they were under threat of Captain Shaw.

			Branna, Nat, and Gus had headed into town and had been gone nearly an hour while Julia continued to hover aimlessly around their cargo. She wasn’t sure what she was supposed to be doing. She had been tasked with staying around the docks with Jack and keeping their eyes and ears out to find out any information they could use against Captain Shaw.

			Julia knew Branna just didn’t want her along while she, Gus and Nat went into town to try and find the woman, Mary, and muster some help in driving Captain Shaw out of Port Royal. Julia was on the ragged edge, and she knew she wouldn’t be much help. Branna knew it, too.

			She wandered around, continuing to eavesdrop on conversations but knew they were not at all helpful. All she heard were the dockworkers grumbling. If anyone thought her presence there was odd, no one challenged her.

			At the far end of the dock Jack was engaged in conversation with a couple of men. He looked up at her and gave her a wave. Julia started another circuit around the cargo crates from their ship when a hand gripped her arm. The hand was attached to a thin, filthy boy.

			“Are ya…are ya Julia?” he stammered.

			“Yes.” Her skin prickled with alarm.

			“Cap’n Kelly is in trouble. Ya have ta come, miss.”

			“What? What happened?” She looked up for Jack. He was still at the end of the dock and not paying any attention to her.

			“Come now, miss.” He started to trot back to the path leading to town.

			“Jack! Branna is in trouble!” She didn’t wait and took off down the dock after the boy, relieved to hear thundering steps and Jack calling after her.

			Julia wanted to let Jack catch up, but the boy was so quick as he led her into town and through a maze of paths and alleyways. She turned the corner into the alley she thought he had ducked down and skidded to a stop when she couldn’t see him anymore.

			The alley was deserted but for rats scuttling through the rotting food and trash. Her heart hammered and the hair stood up on her arms. She had made a terrible mistake. Branna wasn’t down here. She heard Jack calling her name, but he sounded far away, and she ran back to the mouth of the alley. A dark figure loomed in front of her, and she slammed into the rock-hard chest of a man twice her size.

			“Miss Farrow.” His voice rumbled as an enormous hand clamped down hard on her shoulder. “You need to come with me.”

			“No!” Julia screamed and struggled against his grip. “Jack!”

			The man grunted his displeasure and spun her around, his thick forearm closing around her neck, effectively silencing her.

			Terror gripped her and she kicked wildly and pulled at the arm cutting off her air. “Jack…”

			“I’m not supposed to hurt you.”

			His words sent her into a near panic, her vision starting to gray, as she continued to struggle. “No…”

			“Captain,” Jack yelled as he burst into the office behind the bar.

			Branna spun from her conversation with Mary at Jack’s alarming entrance. “Jack?”

			“It’s Julia. She’s gone.”

			“Gone where?”

			“I don’t know. It was a trap. I think she was taken. I’m sorry. She took off so fast and I couldn’t find her.”

			“You, come with us,” she barked at Mary as she charged out the door.

			Branna thundered down the docks, her men following closely behind with Mary in tow. Out in the harbor she could see the Ferryman well enough. There were men scrambling up the shrouds and more turning the capstan to bring up the anchor.

			“Goddamnit!” she screamed and jumped in the boat as the rest of them piled in. Two men to an oar and they were back at the Banshee in minutes.

			Branna raced to her cabin and grabbed the sextant and a chart of the waters around Port Royal and ran back on deck, vaulting onto the quarterdeck and training the spyglass on the increasingly smaller Ferryman.

			Her mouth was dry and blood roared in her ears. Not again. Not again. She unrolled the chart and pinned it to the compass table as the wind began to whip around her, threatening to blow the chart away. The sky was darkening and clouds rolling in, blotting out the sun. A storm.

			She leveled the sextant at the ship and took note of its course while the men turned the capstan of the Banshee. Her crew were poised in the rigging, ready to unfurl the sails as soon as the anchor was up.

			“Captain?” Jack said.

			“Mr. Massey,” she said, trying to rein in her rage. Captain first. Captain first.

			“There was a boy and I think he told her you were in trouble. I was too far away, and I couldn’t stop her.”

			His worry was clear. He would be an easy target for her rage, but she could see plainly how scared he was and how much he cared for Julia. They all did. “You couldn’t have stopped her, Jack. Not if she thought I was in danger.”

			“It’s my fault.”

			She needed her crew now more than ever. She needed Jack to focus. “It’s that filth Shaw’s fault. Look at me.” She waited for him to raise his eyes. “We’ll get her back.”

			“Aye, Captain.”

			They were interrupted by a shout from the capstan crew, screeching metal and a deep groan of the hull.

			“Track them.” Branna thrust the instruments at Jack before she jumped down to the deck and raced to the bow. Gus and Nat were peering over the side.

			“What?” she barked. “What now?”

			“The anchor’s caught,” Gus said. “We need a diver.”

			Branna didn’t even wait for him to finish before jerking her scabbard over her head, dropping her knife belt and kicking off her boots. She grabbed the metal pike from Nat’s hands and launched herself over the bow, entering the water in a sharp dive.

			The salt stung her eyes, but she didn’t need to see to pull herself along the chain thirty feet to the bottom and find the anchor wedged between two rocks. She jammed the pike beneath the heavy iron and rocked it back and forth until it snapped. Fortunately, not before dislodging a rock and freeing the anchor.

			Her lungs burned and head pounded as she broke she surface, coughing and gasping for air. She lifted a trembling arm out of the water and swirled her hand. “Bring it up.”

			The capstan turned again, and she swam around to the side of the ship and hauled herself up the ladder they dropped for her.

			Gus was there to hand her a cloth and dry clothes. She stripped out of her wet clothes on the deck, re-dressed and went in search of her boots and weapons.

			“Where is she?” Branna asked, looking to the horizon where she had last seen the ship.

			“We still have her in our sights,” Gus assured her.

			“The storm will be on us soon and they won’t have gone far. They’ll have to take shelter somewhere and I have an idea where they’re headed. I want us faster.”

			“Captain?”

			“Dump everything that’s not essential. All food stores and supplies. Anything we don’t need for battle.”

			“Aye aye.”

			The capstan ground to a halt and Nat’s voice rang out orders across the deck. The sails were raised and filled immediately in the increasing wind. The Banshee surged into motion, nearly knocking Branna off her feet. They would give chase, and Branna would not rest until Julia was safe.

			 

			 

			Julia’s throat was on fire and her head felt like it had been split in two, far too big for her shoulders. There was a cool cloth on her face and a woman’s soft humming. “Branna…”

			“No. I’m sorry, love. It’s only me.”

			She cracked her eyes and tried to focus. Bridget Bennett leaned over her and ran a cloth across her brow. “Bloody hell,” she groaned, hoarsely, as the memory of what happened came rushing back and she surged up.

			“Slowly,” Bridget said with concern and helped her to sit. “I’m sorry I couldn’t move you somewhere more comfortable. Are you all right?”

			Julia prodded the tender skin around her neck and swallowed painfully a few times. “Water?”

			Bridget handed her a glass, and Julia took a few swallows. It soothed some of the ache in her throat.

			“Bridget, we’ve been looking for you.”

			“You were with Captain Kelly the other night.”

			“Julia Farrow.”

			“I remember. So, you’ve come to rescue me?”

			“How am I doing?”

			Bridget sat back against the wall and propped her hands on her knees. “I’d say we’re both in a fair amount of trouble.” She paused as the ship rolled. “We’re at sea, love.”

			“Bloody hell,” she muttered. Captain Shaw would never steal her and then wait around to see what happened. He’d set sail, no doubt, to put some distance between him and the Banshee.

			She pushed herself to her feet. She was in the room off the captain’s quarters. It was small and spare. A narrow bed, a table with fresh water, a lantern, a bucket, and not much more.

			“It’s not much to look at,” Bridget said dryly. “But it’s home.”

			Julia barked a laugh. “The last time I was captive on a ship I was chained in the hold with rotting corpses.”

			“Dear, God.”

			“I’m sorry. Forget I said that.”

			“I’ll try.”

			“We won
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