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      1735 Cornwall, England

      

      Gavin Castleton adjusted his bottle-green frock coat and glanced about the crowded ballroom. His parents were occupied with guests and would not look for him for a little while. He quickly escaped the crush of dancers currently swirling around the floor and slipped out a back door into the gardens of his family’s grand manor house, Castleton Hall.

      Strains of music drifted through the perfumed gardens, lending the spring night an air of magic and romance that even he, a young man of nineteen, could appreciate. His eyes searched the twilight and caught a glimpse of shimmery silken skirts vanishing around a tall row of hedges.

      She was here. She had come as he had asked. His heart leapt with joy. Tonight . . . tonight he would ask her the question that would change both their lives forever.

      Gavin’s heart pounded with excitement as he pursued the woman who had owned his soul for the last two years.

      “Charity,” he whispered as he stalked his love. This was a game they had played many times since they were seventeen. Chases and kisses in the garden. He heard a soft giggle as he rounded yet another hedge, glimpsing her skirts disappearing once more around a corner of the elaborate hedgerows. The long, flowing train of her sack-back gown was tempting him. He wanted to catch her, to get his hands under those skirts, just as he had done so many times before.

      “Got you!” he gasped in delight as he caught her from behind. Charity chuckled and then moaned as he placed soft kisses upon her neck.

      “Oh yes . . . please . . . yes,” she encouraged as he began to pull up her voluminous skirts. “Please, take me here, Griffin.”

      Gavin froze, his hands falling from her skirts. “Griffin?” His head began to fill with an odd buzzing sound.

      Charity spun in his arms, her lovely face a mask of confusion and then shame. “Gavin? I didn’t—I thought you were . . .”

      “I know who you thought I was,” he said softly, as his heart fractured in half. “How long have you preferred my brother to me?”

      Her brows arched up in confusion. “How long?”

      “How long has Griffin been courting you?”

      “Almost the same length of time that you’ve been courting me. You and I never agreed to be—”

      “To be true to one another?” Gavin finished, his tone icy now as he felt like a stranger in his own skin.

      “You never asked me to be, Gavin. You haven’t even proposed yet.” Charity frowned at him. “I will not let you make me feel guilty. I have a right to be courted by anyone until I accept a proposal.”

      Gavin had been planning to ask her to marry him tonight, but he wasn’t going to tell her that. Not now.

      “And my brother? Has he asked you to marry him?” Gavin demanded.

      “I was going to this evening.” Griffin’s voice came from behind them. Gavin’s twin brother was younger than him by a mere six minutes, and they were all but identical in appearance. Only someone who knew them well could see the minute differences in their features.

      “So, what’s it to be, my lady?” Gavin asked Charity, unable to keep the contempt from his voice. He loved his brother fiercely, but this . . . this felt like a betrayal. He had been the first to meet Charity two years ago when her family had moved here from London. It had been love, wild love. She wasn’t simply beautiful. She was bold, carefree, intelligent. She’d made him want to be a better man, someone worthy of marrying her. He had told Griffin the day he’d met her that he would marry her someday. He’d always known Charity was going to be his. But oh, how wrong he had been.

      “I . . .” She looked between them, her eyes pooling with tears. He knew her well enough to know that those tears were genuine. He could see in her face that now she realized her actions had torn apart the bond of brothers, and she regretted it.

      “Oh, Gavin,” she whispered, and he knew then that he was not the one she would choose. He was not the one she would spend her life with.

      Gavin shifted his gaze from her face to his brother’s. Griffin looked stricken, as if he could feel the pain tearing through Gavin’s soul. As twins, they had shared a thousand secrets between them and had always been able to sense each other’s feelings.

      “Brother, wait—” Griffin began.

      “No,” Gavin snapped. “No, Griffin. No.” He turned and fled. He could not stay and see them together without his heart shattering any further. It felt as though a cannonball had blasted through his chest. His very soul was obliterated. He staggered back toward the house. He avoided the ballroom and the merry guests as he rushed up to his bedchamber. He slammed the door and leaned back against it, trying to control the horrible realization that now presented itself to him.

      Charity would marry Griffin, and they would live here . . . or perhaps at Meadow Cross Cottage, but they would be here all the same. Gavin would someday take his father’s title as the Earl of Castleton, but that title and its privileges were nothing in the face of living without the woman he loved.

      Leave . . . The single word whispered dangerously in the back of his mind.

      Leave . . . Never look back . . .

      Could he do that? Could he abandon his parents and his twin? If it meant escaping the pain in his chest now, what choice did he have?

      Without another thought, he fetched a traveling case and began to fill it with clothing before he emptied a box of coins into a leather pouch and tied it to his belt.

      When he opened his bedchamber door, he found his brother standing there, his hand raised as if to knock.

      Griffin halted at the sight of him clutching the travel case of belongings. “You’re leaving?”

      “Yes.” It was the only word he could manage.

      “I didn’t want to love her,” Griffin said, equally at a loss for words.

      “But you love her anyway,” Gavin said.

      “At first, I think I loved her because you loved her. I suppose that’s because we’re twins. But then I began to love her because of my own heart’s desires. I told her tonight that she should choose you, take the title of countess, and live here. It is what she deserves.”

      “And did she agree?” Gavin knew the answer when Griffin’s face fell.

      “She still chose me.”

      “Then take her and the bloody title,” Gavin said, his tone sharp. “Take it all. I am dead to you, brother. Take everything, because I have nothing left.”

      “Gavin, please. That is ridiculous. I cannot take the title even if I wished to, which I don’t,” he shot back.

      “If I’m considered dead, Father will still have his heir to the title. You will never see me again.” He pushed past his twin to leave the room, but then paused, his voice softening. “Tell Mother I love her, and Father too. Tell them I’m sorry and that the better son will stay here and be the heir they need.”

      Griffin caught his arm when he tried to leave again.

      “Gavin, no matter what happens between us, this will always be your home. Always.”

      I love you too, brother. Always. But I cannot stay with a broken heart.

      This time Griffin didn’t stop him as Gavin slipped away. Soon he was gone from his home and headed toward the sea and the uncertain future that awaited him. Thunder rumbled in the distance, signaling an approaching storm.
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      1742 – Seven years later

      Cornwall, England

      

      There was nothing worse than being the little sister of a notorious pirate.

      Josephine Greyville hid in the shadows of the ballroom, watching her brother, Dominic, and his bride, Roberta, as they danced. Envy and longing struck her like a bolt fired by a powerful crossbow.

      Josephine wanted to have a life of adventure like Dominic. He had gone to sea for fourteen years and had seen the world, and according to their mother, he’d caused a fair bit of trouble too . . . being a notorious pirate, after all. Adventure was all Josephine had ever wanted . . . and something she could never have. Gentleborn ladies could not run away to sea and become pirates.

      At eighteen, she was more than old enough to marry and yet too young to experience life the way she wished. And she was a woman. Her twin brother, Adrian, had far more opportunities than she ever would because she had to wear skirts and play the part fate had assigned to her as an earl’s daughter.

      Not that she minded a lovely dress, like the green silk ballgown she wore now. The cream panels of her underskirt and the gold bodice embroidered with swirling patterns were exquisite. She felt beautiful when she wore such gowns, but what did beauty matter when life was without excitement and joy? Men simply didn’t understand how trapped a woman could feel in a life restricted to domestic activities with no chance to do anything else.

      Already her life felt as though it was ending. Tonight she was at the fine estate of the handsome Earl of Castleton, where she was to be presented to him as his future bride.

      “There you are, my little love.” Her mother, Lucia, had discovered Josephine’s hiding place behind a Grecian statue. Lucia was a wonderful mother, a fiery Spanish beauty who held her own against her dashing husband, Aaron, Josephine’s father, the Earl of Camden.

      “Hello, Mother,” Josephine sighed.

      Her mother caught her chin and turned Josephine to face her. “What is it? You look like you’ve been crying.”

      She had, but she didn’t want to admit it. She gently pulled away from her. “I’m all right.”

      “Your father has spoken to Lord Castleton, and the engagement has been settled. Your dowry has also been agreed upon. I thought you might like to dance with Lord Castleton now that the papers have been signed.”

      “Must I go through with this?” she asked in a desperate whisper.

      Her mother’s brown eyes softened. “Lord Castleton is young and handsome, but he is also a good man, my little love. He has been a good neighbor to us for many years, and he is lonely. This is a good match, better than anyone you would find in London. When you marry him, you’ll live here, just beside our home, so Father and I will be close by, and you will be free to visit us and bring the grandchildren as well.”

      Children? She was too young to think of children and settling down.

      “Come and dance with your betrothed.” Lucia gently extricated Josephine from her hiding place and escorted her to a tall man in a fine burgundy frock coat who was watching his guests dance.

      Lord Castleton was undoubtedly a handsome man. At twenty-six, he was the master of one of the wealthiest estates along the coast of Cornwall. His family and hers had shared a border for more than a century. With warm brown eyes and rich brown hair pulled back into a queue and tied with a burgundy ribbon, Castleton was the sort of man every woman would dream of marrying. His features had been perfectly carved by envious angels, but a hint of a tragic air hung about him. She knew he had been married as a younger man to a woman he had loved. She had perished in childbirth, along with the son she’d been carrying, and he had not married again. It moved her heart in his direction, even though this life was not the one she wanted.

      “Lord Castleton, I have found her,” Lucia said with a warm chuckle. “She was hiding behind a statue in the corner.”

      “Mother!” Josephine hissed.

      Lord Castleton had a bemused smile on his lips as he bowed over Josephine’s hand.

      “I hope that I’m not so frightening as all that?” There was a teasing in his eyes that eased the flutter of nerves inside Josephine. His lips were warm on her knuckles, and she wished she could fall in love with him, live in this beautiful house and raise beautiful children with him.

      But no matter how hard she wished for it, it didn’t come true.

      “Would you like to dance?” he asked.

      Josephine nodded. One could not refuse a gentleman a dance, certainly not one she was soon to marry.

      Lord Castleton tucked her arm in his and escorted her to the center of the ballroom. The quartet of musicians had just finished a song and were whispering, their powdered wigs bent as they spoke to one another. Then, as if deciding upon the next song, they raised their bows and began to play a lovely tune. Castleton spun her in his arms as the dance began, and she found she was able, briefly, to forget her fate. She passed by Dominic and Roberta as she twirled in Castleton’s arms, and her older brother winked at her.

      She adored Dominic and was so glad he was finally home. She and Adrian had been mere babes when Dominic had run away to sea. They had been too young to truly remember him, but they’d grown up with stories of him their entire lives. He had only been fourteen when he’d left, and he’d become one of the fiercest pirates of this new age. Not that Josephine or her family had known that about him until last year. To the rest of the world, he had been missing for almost fifteen years. Her parents had been brokenhearted every one of those years during his absence.

      She would never forget that fine spring day last year when he’d come through the front door of their home. She’d taken one look at the darkly handsome man and had seen her long-lost brother. She’d flung herself into his arms, so glad to have him home. Her father had shared Dominic’s tale with her, but Josephine knew that he had left many of the details out because of her supposedly delicate ears. Adrian knew more than she did about Dominic’s life as a pirate, and it was the first time in their shared lives as twins that he had refused to tell her everything he knew.

      Josephine had always been interested in pirates. As a daughter of Cornwall, she had the sea in her blood. She knew all about Blackbeard, Kidd, Bonnet, and other infamous pirates of the golden age, perhaps even more than Adrian did, but discussing pirates with other young ladies over tea was frowned upon, to say the least.

      Castleton’s voice intruded upon her straying thoughts. “What are you thinking about?”

      “Pirates,” she replied before she’d given her response proper thought.

      She bravely met his gaze, expecting some kind of reproach, but his eyes only sharpened with curiosity.

      “Indeed? And what about them holds your rapt attention?”

      They continued to dance, and she bit her lip before responding. “They have grand adventures in faraway places.” That was safe enough of an answer. She wasn’t about to confess that what she truly envied was their freedom. Oh, to have the freedom to live outside the authority of others . . .

      “You remind me of someone I loved long ago. They were fascinated with pirates and stories of buried treasure as well.” Castleton smiled, the expression somehow enhanced by his sorrow.

      “Was that your first wife?” she dared to ask.

      “No, my brother.”

      The music ended, and she stumbled. “You have a brother?” Had she known that Castleton had a brother? She racked her memory but couldn’t seem to recall having ever been told that. She had never met Castleton’s brother, and no one had ever mentioned him to her. She was quite certain of that.

      “I did. He’s been gone for seven years now.” Castleton’s tone was heavy with old remembered pain. “Come, let me escort you to dinner.”

      And just like that, the discussion of his brother ended, and she didn’t dare press him on it, though she did guess that if by “gone” he meant “dead.”

      The evening’s festivities turned to the dining hall, which seated thirty guests at a large pair of tables. Wine flowed freely and everyone seemed to be enjoying themselves, everyone except Josephine. She had no appetite and quietly slipped away from the dining hall, making some excuse as to feeling a little ill.

      She wandered through the candlelit corridor and paused by a tall window that overlooked the drive leading up to the house.

      Lightning suddenly illuminated the world outside, and she stepped back from the glass at the blinding flash. Her heart leapt into her throat at the violent crash of thunder that followed an instant later. It was only a storm. She liked storms, but that crash had been very close to the house.

      When lightning flashed a second time, she gasped as a figure loomed out of the darkness behind her, briefly reflected in the window glass. She whirled around, but no one was there. The hall was empty, save for a painting that hung on the paneled wall opposite her and the window.

      It was a large portrait, but despite its size, there was an intimacy to the subject and how he had been painted. She recognized the man immediately. It was her future husband.

      Then Josephine silently corrected herself. No, that was not him. There were minute differences in the features. It would have been easy to assume the painter had simply failed to paint the subject exactly, but when she read the name beneath, she knew her suspicions were correct.

      The small gold plaque under the portrait read: Gavin Castleton, 1735. Gavin, not Griffin. This was Castleton’s brother. They must have been twins, just like her and Adrian, only Griffin and Gavin must be identical.

      Gavin . . . The name caused the hairs on her arms to rise. This was Castleton’s brother. Given the year on the plaque, she guessed he had to have been around nineteen when it was painted. A year older than she was now . . .

      “He’s a handsome fellow, isn’t he?” a deep voice said, and Josephine jumped.

      Her brother Dominic stood a few feet away, studying the portrait with her. “I knew Gavin when we were younger. He was a good sort of fellow, but a bit wild . . . like me.” Dominic smiled at some old memory, and Josephine’s heart ached. She hated being so young sometimes. Dominic had had an entire life while she’d been a child on leading strings. It was the same with Lord Castleton. He was twenty-six, though that wasn’t terribly far from her in age given that many women her age married men in their forties. Yet when she was around Lord Castleton, there seemed to be an ancient pain inside him that put a century between him and her.

      “What happened to him?” she asked.

      “No one is quite sure. He and Griffin quarreled one night during a ball much like tonight, and Gavin left. He simply vanished.”

      She scowled at her older brother. “You’re trying to frighten me.” Dominic gave her a curious look that she couldn’t quite read, and she had the strangest sense that he wasn’t telling her everything.

      “I would never want to frighten you, little butterfly,” Dominic said quite seriously, using his brotherly pet name for her. “It’s true. Gavin was never seen in this house again. Some think he drowned in floodwaters, others think he was murdered by footpads, but . . .”

      “But what?” She took hold of her brother’s arm. “What, Dom?”

      “I think he went to the sea, like me,” Dominic said quietly, as if thinking deeply on the matter. The way he said I think sounded strange, though, as if he was more certain than uncertain.

      “But he never came back. He must be gone.” She didn’t say dead. Somehow she could not put that word to the man in the painting. Even the oil on the canvas seemed to breathe in that quiet candlelit corridor while the storm continued to rage outside.

      “Not all men lost at sea are dead . . . some are simply lost,” Dominic said. For the first time since her older brother had miraculously returned, she saw some of the darkness he must have faced in those fourteen years he’d been away from home.

      “Then he might return someday?” she asked, her tone as quiet as her brother’s now.

      “That depends,” Dominic said.

      “On what?”

      “Sometimes all a man needs is light to find his way to shore, but not everyone is looking for that light. Some men stay trapped in the dark.”

      She and Dominic stared up at Gavin Castleton’s portrait until a crash of thunder shook the house.

      Dominic put an arm around her shoulders. “Come, Josie, let’s go return to dinner.”

      She let her brother lead her to the dining room, but she had the strangest feeling that the eyes in Gavin’s portrait followed her. Her brother’s words echoed over and over in her head.

      Not all men lost at sea are dead . . . some are simply lost . . .
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        * * *

      

      Off the coast of Cornwall

      “Cap’n!” Ronald Phelps bellowed through the storm. “Look out!”

      Gavin Castleton leapt out of the way as a member of his own crew tried to slice him with a scimitar. The quarterdeck of his ship, the Lady Siren, was overflowing with battling pirates. Gavin swung his own blade, catching the nearest man in the arm and slicing through his biceps. The man’s howl of pain was swallowed by the raging sea and a clap of thunder overhead.

      Beauchamp and his men had been fools to start their mutiny in the middle of a storm. Men were being tossed over the sides every few seconds as grayish-black waves of furious water surged over the decks. The Lady Siren was a strong ship, a fast ship, but in such a squall, unmanned like this, she would break her masts and founder on the distant rocks.

      “Ronnie!” he bellowed at his quartermaster. The red-haired man waved a blade before stabbing a man in the stomach and kicking him over the side.

      “Cap’n?” he called back.

      “Abandon ship!” Gavin ordered.

      The quartermaster took the order and began to cut a path to the small dinghy that a loyal few men were attempting to lower into the water. Gavin had one goal: save the Siren. The only way he could do that was to leave her. Beauchamp was a fair sailor and could right the ship before the storm capsized her, but that meant he would have to stop trying to kill Gavin, and the only way that would happen was if Gavin wasn’t on board. The day was Beauchamp’s, damn his eyes.

      Someday he would find his way back to his ship, and when he did, he would kill every man who’d dared to take her from him. He was the bloody Admiral of the Black, leader of the pirate fleet in the Caribbean. There would be consequences with the Brethren of the Coast for such a mutiny.

      “Castleton!” Beauchamp shouted in challenge as he started toward Gavin. The usurper was not as tall as Gavin, but he was built as thick as a bull. He held two blades and swung them effortlessly, even though the deck pitched beneath them. Gavin tightened his grip on his own blade.

      “We offered to maroon you,” Beauchamp called and flashed his yellow teeth in a grimace of a smile.

      “And I politely declined that offer,” he reminded his enemy. “Ronnie and I rather objected to being stranded together on an island with one pistol and one bullet between us.”

      Beauchamp lunged, both of his swords raised. Gavin braced himself and used his short sword at an angle to parry Beauchamp’s blades in a mighty clash. All he had to do was survive long enough for Ronnie to get the dinghy in the water. Beauchamp caught him in the shoulder with the tip of one blade. It sank deep enough for a fiery pain to radiate through Gavin’s body. But Gavin arced his blade in the air, nearly finding its mark and forcing the other pirate to step back, wrenching the blade from Gavin’s shoulder.

      Beauchamp advanced again, swinging fast at Gavin, who retreated a step. But as he did so, he caught a loose rope from the mainsail and hoisted himself into the air with his good arm and danced out of the other man’s reach just as a wave rolled over the deck. Gavin escaped the dangerous wave, but Beauchamp was not so lucky. The black water knocked him onto the deck, and he slammed into several crates that were tied down against a railing. They were the only thing that kept the mutineer from washing over the side.

      Some bastards have all the bloody luck.

      Gavin dropped back onto the deck, noting that the fight had died down.

      “Ronnie?”. Ronnie was nowhere in sight, nor was the dinghy or the rest of his crew who’d defended him in the mutiny. Gavin could only pray that meant his quartermaster had gotten the boat into the water. The remaining mutineers now converged on Gavin in a semicircle, trapping him with his back to the railing on the waist deck of the ship.

      “Kill him!” Beauchamp ordered as he climbed to his feet. “Send him to Davy Jones!”

      Gavin couldn’t stay on the Siren, but he wasn’t a man to turn and run, especially not from something he loved. The Lady Siren was his mistress, his love, his very soul. She had been the thing to save him all those years ago when he had fled home with a broken heart. And now he was forced to leave her in the hands of his enemies.

      “By all means, jump—the sea will kill you for me,” Beauchamp sneered as he joined the circle of men who had Gavin surrounded.

      Gavin glanced at the distant shore behind him, seeing a familiar cliff face and a distant house whose lights flickered through the storm.

      “Oh, Beauchamp, that was always your problem. You forget, I’ve been dead for seven years. You can’t kill a ghost!”

      With that, he dove over the side of the ship. The water rose up in a dark wall to meet him, and with his arms pointed above his head, he cut through it with the ease of a boy who had learned to swim and dive in fathomless stormy waters like these.

      As the water swirled and crashed around him, he kicked and swam until he broke the surface. He glimpsed the outline of the dinghy rolling on the waves and started toward it. As expected, Beauchamp and his men now rushed to tack the sails and guide the Lady Siren away from the rocky coastline of Cornwall. When Gavin at last reached the dinghy, Ronnie helped pull him over the side.

      “Christ, Cap’n, you’re hurt.” Ronnie reached for Gavin’s shoulder, but Gavin held up his hand.

      “Where are the others?” He’d expected to see at least a few of his loyal crew on the boat with Ronnie.

      “Lost ’em. They helped me get the boat in the water, then turned to fight to give you time to escape. A wave took them overboard.”

      Gavin said a quiet prayer to the sea, asking for peace for the men who’d perished in his defense.

      “Let’s get to shore. Scavenger crews watch for ships to wreck on this stretch of beach. We could be killed if we’re spotted on the shore for long, even if we have nothing worth stealing.”

      “You know this bit of land?”

      “Aye, Ronnie, I do, it’s . . . a place I’ve been to many times.” The word home almost left his lips. But this hadn’t been his home for a very long time.

      They rowed the dinghy in the direction Gavin gave. Once they were just out of reach of the waves rolling in, Gavin urged Ronald to stop rowing.

      “What do we do now, Cap’n?” Ronald asked. He wheezed a little as he breathed. As a man in his late forties, he’d seen and done much as a sailor, and Gavin was fortunate to call him a loyal friend.

      “You must go to town and find a crew for me, and then a ship. Then we’ll go after Beauchamp and get the Siren back.”

      “Right,” Ronnie said. “What are my orders?”

      “Row down the coast until you see a trail up the cliffs. It will take you into a village if you follow the path. There’s an inn on the edge of town, the Stag Antlers. Tell Mary McGiver, the woman who runs it, that you’re an old friend of mine. She’ll know to take care of you. I’ll be in touch with you soon. I have something to tend to first.” Gavin stared at the cave entrance.

      Ronnie followed his gaze. “What do you have to do, Cap’n?”

      “I must see my brother. Then, when all is prepared, you and I will be off.” He handed Ronnie a bag of coins that he always kept tied to his belt. “Be careful and wait for me in the village.”

      “Aye, aye, Cap’n,” Ronnie said.

      Gavin slipped off the side of the boat and rode the waves toward the shore so Ronnie could keep rowing away. Once he reached the cliff face and the hidden cave entrance, he stopped and touched his shoulder, his fingers coming away soaked in blood. There was a chance, he realized grimly, that he would not rendezvous with Ronnie in the village at all. And if that was the case, he wanted to see his brother one last time. There were things that lay heavy upon his heart, and he needed to unburden himself.

      Whatever happened after that? Only fate and the sea could tell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Josephine lay in the large bed, a candle lit on her bedside table as she stared unseeing at the pages of a very dull book in front of her. She’d chosen the book to put her to sleep, and somehow it was so dull it failed even at that simple task. Outside the storm continued, but the wind had ceased to rattle the windows, at least. After a long moment, she gave up and blew out the candle.

      She burrowed deeper into the blankets and thought of how tonight had not at all gone as she had expected. Dancing, dinner, and then the storm arriving, which had kept her at Lord Castleton’s estate. Now she was in an unfamiliar bed in that home that would never feel like hers. Was this to be her future? To live in this house, sleep in a bed that didn’t feel like hers, and pretend to be someone she wasn’t?

      That was nonsense, of course. The storm had forced all of Lord Castleton’s guests to remain for the night. Everyone was likely as uncomfortable as she was, being so far from their homes.

      Yet she couldn’t escape the reality of the one thought that was keeping her awake. When she married Lord Castleton, she would have to find a way to settle into his life here, wouldn’t she? This would be her new home, her new life. Everything she was used to would no longer be hers.

      She didn’t blame Lord Castleton for her discomfort. How could she? He had been a consummate gentleman all evening. He’d even escorted her to her chambers, explaining that these had been his chambers as a lad before his father had died and he’d moved into the opposite wing of the house. He’d wished her a good night and pressed a kiss to her hand.

      With a hiss of frustration, she flipped onto her back and stared up at the ceiling, trying to will herself to fall asleep.

      A sudden thump against the door made her tense. Was someone attempting to barge into her room? Or was she imagining things? Old homes creaked and groaned often. Surely a thump or two during a storm was normal? The handle of the door suddenly turned with a soft squeak, and the door opened to the darkened corridor beyond.

      Josephine lay motionless, terrified, as a dark figure lurched toward the bed. She must have fallen asleep, and now she was having a nightmare. She’d always been afraid of ghosts, and this must be a ghost.

      A hand clamped hard on her shoulder, giving her a violent shake.

      “Griffin . . . ,” a deep voice groaned. “Griff . . . help . . .” The figure slumped to the floor next to the four-poster bed.

      This was no ghost. It was a man, a man seeking her future husband. Her fear vanished and she leapt into action. She located the flint box and managed to light a lamp rather than a candle so she could better see the unexpected visitor. She carried the light around to where the man sat up against the post of the bed frame .

      “Who are you?” She bent forward, trying to peer at his face, and then gasped. It was Castleton . . . but not Castleton. In a flash, she realized it must be Lord Castleton’s long-lost brother. Gavin.

      “Where’s . . . Griffin?” She could barely hear the man’s breathless words.

      “Griffin? You mean Lord Castleton?”

      The man winced. “Aye, bloody Lord Castleton.” He then collapsed onto his back on the floor. It was then she saw the blood soaking his left shoulder.

      “Oh heavens! You’re injured.” She set the lamp on the table by the bed and touched her hand to his forehead and cheek, trying to see if he was fevered. His eyes were half fogged with pain as he stared up at her. Eyes that matched Lord Castleton’s. Yet when she looked into those eyes, Josephine felt like she was falling from the cliffside. She sucked in a breath as something deep within her shifted. She knew in that moment she would do anything to save him.

      She laid him flat on his back and brought the lamp down on the floor next to him. He was pale, and blood soaked his shoulder. Josephine thankfully had a strong stomach, so she peeled back his torn shirt to better see the wound. It was a fairly deep gash, as though someone had stabbed him with a blade. How had he gotten such an injury? She needed to wake Griffin and have him send for a doctor.

      Gavin moaned and his lashes fluttered weakly. Somehow, she felt his pain deep within herself.

      “Please hold on. I will wake your brother and summon a doctor.” She brushed her fingertips over his brow in an attempt to comfort him. His hand shot up, catching her arm before she could leave. His long, strong fingers curled around her wrist in a shockingly tight hold, given his wounded state. He stared at her more clear-eyed than he had been moments before.

      “No doctor—no one must know. Please . . .” The first part of his words were a clear command, but the way he said please was a plea she could not ignore.

      “Why?” Josephine asked. She was not nor would she ever be a person who just did something she was told to without knowing why.

      Gavin’s eyes seemed to stay on her for a long time as he replied in a quiet tone, “Because everyone here believes me dead, and it needs to stay that way.”

      Josephine thought of what Dominic had said about Gavin going to sea and being lost. If he’d pretended to die, or let that rumor spread, it would have given him a relative amount of freedom to live his life the way he wished, just like Dominic had.

      “Are you a pirate?” she asked.

      His lips twitched in a weary hint of a smile. “Aye, that I am. A feared, lawless pirate. It’s best if you stay away from me. Once I’m better, I’ll be gone.”

      She tried to hide the flicker of excitement that gave her. “Well, that is ridiculous. I’m not the least bit afraid of pirates. I know quite a few.”

      Gavin arched a brow. “Do you now, lass?”

      “Yes,” Josephine replied primly. “Now, if you don’t want a doctor, someone still has to tend to your wound. Why don’t you sit on the bed?”

      “No, I cannot be seen here. There is a room . . . back the way I came. It has a bed. I can rest there without anyone discovering I’m here.” He finally released her wrist.

      “All right, but you’ll have to show me.” She grasped his hand on his uninjured side and helped him to his feet. “Put your arm around my shoulder.”

      He did so, and she felt the cold seawater on his skin and the briny roughness of drying salt on his clothing. She would need to get him out of those wet clothes before they stiffened, and she didn’t want anything rubbing against his wound that might aggravate it.

      They moved out of her bedchamber and through the corridor. Gavin pointed to something ahead of them.

      “There . . . behind the tapestry, there’s a door in the paneling.” Gavin told her where to press against the wood, and a hidden door swung open. They ducked under the tapestry and walked through a tunnel until they reached a darkened room. A distant light came from somewhere on the opposite side from the way they’d entered. It looked like the entrance to another tunnel that led downward.

      “Here. The bed should be . . . here.” Gavin sank down, dragging her with him as he collapsed onto something she couldn’t see in the dark. A cloud of dust billowed up, sending Josephine into a coughing fit. She fought to stifle the sound, lest anyone outside this room hear her.

      She felt her way around the room. She thought she glimpsed a table with an oil lamp in the dim light. Stumbling over the rocky floor in her bare feet, she stubbed her toe and cursed up a storm at the flash of unexpected pain.

      Gavin’s rusty chuckle came from behind her in the dark. “Where did a lady like you learn such words?”

      “My brothers,” she replied. “Now where exactly are we?”

      “In a secret chamber at the top of the cave entrance.”

      “Cave? That must be why I can smell the sea. Is that where the light is coming from? I assume it leads to the beach?” One could always smell the sea when one lived on the coast, but it was more powerful here, as if she stood just inches from the water.

      “Yes, there is a cave at the base of the cliffs below that leads up here.”

      “Is your ship outside in the storm?” She bumped into the table and felt around for the lamp and match, along with a flint and steel striker. She lit the brimstone-coated match with the striker and set the lamp.

      “No . . . my ship is gone.” Gavin’s tone warned her not to inquire further.

      When she turned to face him with the lamp in her hand, she saw that he now sat on an old bed that was low to the floor and covered with dusty sheets.

      “You can’t sleep on that!”

      “Why not? It’s a bed like any other.” He seemed completely unbothered by the condition of the bed and the old sheets.

      “Stay here.” She left the lamp on the table and exited the secret chamber. The house was so quiet, despite the distant rumbling of the passing storm. It felt as though everyone else in the grand estate had vanished and only she and Gavin were here. It was . . . intimate, but in a way she’d never felt before, and it sent a shiver of excitement through her. But she tamped down her excitement quickly and focused on the task at hand. She had a wounded man to help and couldn’t let her foolish fancies take control.

      She retrieved a spare set of bed linens from the wardrobe in her bedchamber and quickly returned. She ordered him off the bed and then stripped it down before putting the clean sheets on.

      “We need to get you out of these clothes,” she said, eyeing the wet cloth seriously.

      “I’m flattered, lass, and under other circumstances I’d be quite happy to topple you back on the bed and pleasure you until you screamed, but I fear I’m not quite up to it just now.”

      The effect of his arrogant teasing was lessened when she saw how weary he was. It was all male bravado to hide how much he was hurting. Something about that curled around her heart, smothering it with an unexpected heat and tenderness. She came toward him, forgetting she was still only in her nightrobe. She reached for his shirt, ripping it down the side.

      He shrugged out of the torn shirt. “Easy, lass! You’re a strong one, aren’t you?”

      Josephine shrugged. She wasn’t petite, nor was she particularly tall, but if she was one thing, she was strong. Her father had taught her years of swordplay alongside her brother, and her mother had encouraged her to take long walks, where she’d ended up running more often than not because of her boundless energy. It left her stronger than most women her age. She knelt at his feet and pulled his boots off while he steadied himself against the table. Then she reached for his trousers.

      “Best if I do this . . .” He pushed her away and with one hand unfastened his trousers and slid them down, until he was standing there only in his smallclothes. Despite his wound, the man was gloriously built, like a wall of muscles.

      Josephine swallowed hard as her mouth was suddenly dry. She cleared her throat and gestured to the bed.

      “Now you may sit,” she ordered.

      He sat, a soft and weary sound escaping him. She leaned in to examine his wound again. While she did, he seemed to examine her back.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “Josephine,” she said.

      She did her best not to look at his face. It was eerie how much he looked like Griffin. But where Griffin had a polished and powerful gentleness to him, Gavin had the same power but it seemed harsher. She had felt safe in Griffin’s arms. But when this man touched her or looked at her the way he was doing now . . . it was like she was at the mercy of a raging storm. To touch this man was to risk the burn of lightning.

      “Lie back. I’ll fetch some hot water and some clean cloths. We’ll need to clean your wound.”

      He obeyed and lay back, closing his eyes. But it didn’t erase the sense of danger in him that filled the small room. But it wasn’t a danger that made her fear for her safety . . . it was something else.

      “Thank you, Josephine,” he said.

      “Josie—you may call me Josie,” she found herself saying, even though it was scandalous to give him the use of her family’s nickname for her.

      “Josie,” he breathed.

      “I’ll be
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