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        This book is a work of fiction.

        Names, characters, places and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people, (living or dead) events or places is entirely coincidental.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DESCRIPTION

          

          THE HEART OF A BRIDE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Hearts of Adventure Sweet Romance Series

        Book 3

      

      

      

      
        
        
        An accident turns his wife into a suspicious stranger.

        Bounty hunters are closing in.

        How can she save him if he won’t even trust her?

      

      

      

      

      Not only does Landon Hart refuse to believe they are married—he’s convinced he’d never make such a reckless mistake. Now, Keelan Grey must navigate a dangerous game of deception and danger, all while trying to rekindle the love of a man who sees her as a stranger.

      

      Can she make him fall in love with her all over again…or will his distrust deliver her to their enemies?

      

      A series of catastrophic events leaves Landon accusing Keelan of conspiracy and betrayal. With every explanation sounding more outlandish than the last, her hope of him remembering their love seems futile. Yet, she needs him now more than ever—because only together can they escape the enemies closing in.

      

      But how can she convince him to trust her when he doesn’t even remember her?

      

      As danger tightens its grip and secrets unravel, Keelan fights to protect the man she loves, even as he pushes her away. Landon struggles with fragments of memories that don’t align with the woman before him, leaving him torn between suspicion and an inexplicable pull toward her.

      

      Will he remember their love before it’s too late…or will their second chance slip away forever?

      

      Set against a backdrop of sultry southern nights, heart-pounding danger, and a looming war, this final chapter in the Hart Trilogy will keep you on the edge of your seat. As Keelan and Landon battle to outwit their enemies and reclaim their love, they must confront the ultimate question:

      

      Can love survive when memories are lost, and trust is shattered?

      

      Fall in love with The Hearts of Adventure, where spirited characters, heart-pounding action, and wicked villains collide in a story of love and adventure that will leave you breathless.

      

      Don’t miss the complete trilogy: Dive into The Hearts of Adventure Series for heartwarming tales of love and daring!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR'S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Not long ago, my son was in an accident and received a hard blow to the head. What followed, for me as a parent, was one of the most terrifying few weeks of my life. The concussion was severe enough to keep him under a specialists care  for four long months.

      To this day, he has no recollection of the accident or even of that day. As a volleyball coach, I’ve been trained to recognize signs of concussion. Here are some symptoms:

      
        
          	
        Memory fog
      

      	
        Sluggishness
      

      	
        Dizziness
      

      	
        Nausea
      

      	
        Sensitivity to light and/or noise
      

      	
        Headache and/ or blurred vision
      

      

      

      Here are questions you can ask to check for memory problems:

      
        
          	
        What’s the date?
      

      	
        What did you have for breakfast?
      

      	
        State the last 5 letters of the alphabet backwards, starting with “Z”
      

      	
        Give them a random 4 digit number and ask them to recite it to you backwards.
      

      

      

      If they struggle with any of these questions, or show any of the symptoms, seek medical attention right away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This book is dedicated to my parents, husband and children,

        who have supported me and encouraged me in realizing my dream of becoming a writer.

        To Bonnie LaBadie, you know why.

        Kathy Wilhelm, you rock.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        To the Sunshine Critique Group:  Kate Pembrooke, Wendy Larkin, Miranda Liasson

        Victoria Sheridan, and Sheridan Jeane.

        You chix are the best!

        Love and smooches to you all.
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        * * *

      

      Don’t forget to try our secret family recipe at the end of the book for Fried Pies!
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          A STORM ON THE HORIZON
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      July 1811

      Harbour Town, Georgia

      Keelan rolled over and reached for Landon, but he wasn’t there. The Desire creaked and groaned as if objecting to the heightened wind and growing ocean swells. At the soft click of the door latch, she jerked upright and lunged for the linen shirt draped over a pair of soft hide boots near the foot of the bed. The crew should knock before entering unless they intended to sneak inside unnoticed.

      Grabbing her britches, she darted behind the desk. The door opened and closed. “Keelan?”

      She sighed in relief at the sound of Landon’s voice and left her hiding spot. “I’m glad it’s you and not Gus.”

      Landon gave her a "you should know better" look. “Even Gus, as my first mate, would never enter without my leave.” He set a trencher heavily laden with food on the desk. “Are you as hungry as I am?”

      She was. Breaking the fast with her new husband for the first time made her stomach tingle. It was a fresh experience that she wanted to relish and store in her memory forever.

      "Remember this joy." She walked into his open arms and hugged him. “I love you to the heavens and back.”

      His chest vibrated with a satisfied hum. “And I love you to the stars and beyond.”

      She lifted to her tiptoes and brushed away his dark curls to kiss the place on his tanned neck where his pulse surfaced, then placed her hand on his chest, over his heart. It beat strongly beneath her fingers.

      His eyes were a startling blue against the backdrop of his tanned skin and dark locks. They sparkled with interest, and he gave her a tighter squeeze. “Did you sleep well?”

      Keelan smiled to herself and kissed his shoulder. “I slept well, but not long… although I’m not complaining.”

      Landon ran a gentle finger along her jawline. “Should I apologize?”

      Her heart warmed at the tenderness of his touch. “Absolutely not.” She kissed his chest. “I’m enjoying my role as a new bride.”

      Landon’s hand stilled. “Keelan, I’m sorry we couldn’t be properly wed in Harbour Town. If things had gone as I’d planned⁠—”

      “It isn’t your fault.” She interrupted, placing her hand over his and bringing it to her heart. “No one could have predicted yesterday’s events.” Things had certainly not gone as planned.

      Her arms expanded and contracted with his deep sigh. “Making you my wife in the eyes of the church is important. To both of us.”

      Keelan squeezed Landon’s hand. “How could we celebrate our wedding with my brother in the hands of pirates?”

      “I promised we would marry.” Landon’s expression gave her pause. Here was a man unused to his commands falling unheeded. He gave his men an order, and they completed it. Nothing more to say about it, no argument, no discussion, no debate.

      “Landon Hart, you listen to me.” She placed her other hand on his cheek and captured his gaze. “The promise you gave to me in front of God, my protector Daniel, and my brother when we handfasted is enough. I love you with all my heart. I trust you with all my heart. I don’t need a dry piece of parchment to tell me what I already know. We belong to each other.”

      Landon brought their interlaced fingers to his lips and kissed them. “I love you, Keelan. I promise, as soon as we deliver the cargo to Philadelphia, I’ll seek a priest to marry us. Then we shall set sail to rescue your brother.”

      “I believe you.” She smiled. As badly as she wanted to chase after her brother’s kidnappers, there were other lives depending on Landon Hart. His dedication to the Freedom Runners proved he was indeed a man of honor, even if he was a smuggler (she’d avoided thinking about that little side-business of his). Trusting him had been hard. It had meant she’d had to take her pride and stow it—far away from the warning seeds her foster mother had been so careful to plant about the lascivious lives of men of the sea.

      “I know it took me a long time to finally trust you,” Keelan murmured. The woman who’d raised her had been a bitter shell of a wife left alone while her husband sailed for the Royal Navy. When Keelan learned that Catherine Grey wasn’t her real mother, she’d been relieved, actually. Catherine had never shown any affection for Keelan, and spent most of her time in her shop in Chatham, England, leaving Keelan to be raised by a maid and the valet, Daniel.

      “Then I came to know you, and the kind of man you are. How could I not fall in love with you?” She pressed her hand over Landon’s heart. “You asked me to join you, and I have.”

      Landon rubbed his thumb over the top of her hand. “Still, I gave you my word, and I’ll see we are legally wed as soon as possible.” He gave her a pained grin. “Your brother Conal may be content with our handfast, but I know your mother, and she’ll have a word or two to say if I escort you across her threshold before a priest deems us married.”

      She tapped the scar on his chin with her finger. “Then we must do everything we can to keep you in her good graces.” Kidnapped from her crib as a toddler, Keelan had not yet met her parents. It was all the more reason to finish their business and find her brother, so Conal could take her home to meet her real family.

      Landon took a pensive breath. “We need to make a quick docking in Charleston to pick up the last group of runaways, and then we’ll set sail northward.” Concern seeped into his eyes. Worry that the price on her head in Charleston would muddy up the sediment that had settled into the dark places there. “Lower men who hold no honor or pride will seek you out for Gampo’s reward.” True, the pirate Gampo had departed the city, but he’d left a message at the docks regarding Keelan Grey.

      She gave him a smile, showing a confidence she didn’t quite feel. “Mrs. Schoen has seen that I’m well-disguised. They’ll never know I’ve returned.” The tavern keeper’s wife at The Whistling Pig had helped her dye her skin and hair. Keelan had passed as a Persian galley boy on her brother’s ship easily enough. “We can pick up the runaways and sail north before anyone is the wiser.”

      Two entities, The Freedom Runners and Ahern Shipping, had formed an easy partnership. It was well known that single runaways had a greater chance of success, but families, with children, less so. Landon focused on freeing families, even though the danger was greater. Keelan’s thoughts shifted to Gampo and a chilled shiver trickled up her spine. “Perhaps my name will have been forgotten. Do you think I’ll still be in danger in Charleston?” It was a half-hearted optimism that made her ask, even though the answer was likely one she’d rather not hear.

      Landon’s jaw clenched as it rested against her head, and she took that to mean ‘yes.’ “Gampo left word on the docks; he wanted you alive. Although a rumor has surfaced that all that’s needed to collect the reward is a token from your head,” he said.

      The skin on her scalp tingled. If only she didn’t have such a distinguishable head of hair. Once, the curls had been long enough to brush her waist. God had also graced her with a deep auburn color; a cross between chestnut brown and burnished copper, hence Gampo’s conciliatory acceptance of a piece of her scalp.

      Landon reached up and smoothed her curls. “You must remain Mahdi, our Persian galley boy, until we depart Charleston,” he said. He was concerned, but she could still hear the smile in his voice. Perhaps he was thinking back to the day he discovered her disguised as Mahdi. That day, she’d fallen into the brass bathing tub while he occupied it. Her disguise had been brilliant until he noticed the line of demarcation across her chest where the applied stain met the pale white of her natural skin.

      “When will we reach Charleston?” It was imperative that they complete this mission quickly. The next one, chasing after her brother, would be no less dangerous.

      “Less than a day,” he responded. “The quicker we can pick up our cargo there, the sooner we can head for Philadelphia.”

      Other Freedom Runners would take the runaways from that port and send them on their way to Canada. Then she and Landon would sail for Jamaica to catch up with her cousin Brendan and rescue her brother.

      She tried not to think of an alternative ending to that story. Landon’s tone was firm and confident. “With both the Desire and the Reward on their tail, the pirates who stole your brother’s ship will not find a place to hide in Jamaica,” he promised.

      She picked up a chunk of cheese and nibbled on it. “What started the animosity between Gampo and my Uncle Fynn?”

      Landon took a deep breath and exhaled. “I’m unsure, but we’re determined to end it. It’s my hope there are no more lives lost in the process.” He brushed the ringlets from her face. “Fynn was the first casualty. For twenty years, those two acted more like a couple of toothless dogs than ruthless enemies.”

      Keelan had discovered she had a family and siblings just a day ago. Losing that connection so soon after finding it would be unbearable. “Can we find a way to negotiate a truce?”

      “Perhaps,” he kissed her forehead, “if we get there in time. Your brother sometimes needs a voice of reason. He tends to act first and ask questions second.”

      “Are you saying that he’s impetuous?” She poked him in the ribs.

      White teeth flashed in a grin that nearly stilled her heart. “It must be a family trait.”

      Landon’s finger followed the curve of her shoulder. “While you have learned to act the part of a fourteen-year-old boy with a fair amount of success, I fear your brother would fail, in a most miserable fashion, disguised as a girl.”

      Thinking of her older brother’s neatly trimmed beard and upper arms nearly as thick as her thighs, she had to agree.

      With that, Landon bent his head and gave her a long, languid kiss. Her heartbeat quickened. His skin was a golden brown from the sun, his chest covered with a light brush of dark hair and hard, chiseled muscle. He stroked her hair. “You’ve stolen my heart, love, and burrowed so deeply into my soul you’ve become a part of it.”

      “There’s no place else I’d rather be,” she murmured. “I love you.”

      “And I love you.” Azure eyes smoldered with passion and his mouth quirked up into a slow seductive grin.

      Breakfast could wait.
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        * * *

      

      It was sometime later before they emerged on the main deck. Keelan finished tying her hair back in a long scarf while she trailed behind Landon, once again playing the part of a galley boy. Gus, Landon’s first mate, stood at the helm, gazing out over the ocean. Landon followed the old salt’s gaze and clenched his jaw.

      “Well, that don’t look good,” Gus said, jutting his shaggy chin toward the west.

      Keelan caught her breath. Swift, low-moving gray clouds formed an enormous anvil-shaped wall that consumed half the horizon. In the distance, lighter gray sheets of rain fell beneath it.

      Gus swallowed. “That ain’t no pitter-patter, spring shower.”

      “We’ll not have the speed to skirt it,” Landon said. “Shorten the sail. Bring in the top gallants, main and mizzen top sails, and out the small jib.”

      “Aye, sir,” Gus responded, before relaying his captain’s orders.

      Sailors scampered up the ratlines. They also put the runaway slaves to tasks, and a few followed the sailors to the tops. She held her breath as the men soon became the size of swallows perched up in the yards.

      Keelan tried to help the crew prepare for the storm. She grabbed a rope when told, pulled when told, let the rope slack when told. Thankfully, the men were aware she was green, so they took extra care to detail their instructions. Soon, many of the big sails were reefed and secured snugly to the yard arms.

      The broad-shouldered first mate lumbered up next to her.

      “Gus, why are we hauling in the sails?” It seemed more logical to take advantage of the increased wind speed and sail as fast as they could away from the storm.

      “Yer see, boy, that kinda blow would catch them big sheets and send the stern flying off leeward,” Gus said. “Good way to capsize yer ship. We’re gonna heave to and wait the storm out.” He raised his grizzled face to the wind. “Good thing, too. Blow’s picking up.”

      As if to prove his point, a portion of the shoulder-length hair Keelan had pulled back slipped free from beneath her hat. She tucked it behind her ear. Dark and foreboding, the clouds crowded the ocean. Thousands of white caps dotted the water as the wind churned the sea. Even now, the Desire rolled between the growing swells.

      How dangerous was it… this gale?

      Keelan tied the chin strap to keep her hat from flying away. How easy would it be for a huge swell to cap over and fall on the Desire, filling her with ocean water?

      Landon had once told her he’d sailed through and around many storms. That should help her feel more confident.

      Should.

      Still, it was hard to quell the unease. She’d seen the destruction hurricanes left in their wake. Twisted trees, flooded fields, tattered homes.

      Daniel, the loyal valet to the man who’d raised her, was also on deck, lending a hand to the ropes and securing large barrels around the main mast. He’d stained his skin like hers to disguise himself as her father. She ran over to help.

      Daniel had been part of Keelan’s life for as long as she could remember. He’d taught her not only how to read and do sums but also to fence and duel with swords. With the commodore out at sea for months at a time, and Caroline tending a shop in town, Daniel said it was important for her to learn ways to protect herself. It had been an enjoyable distraction. Those skills had already come in handy more than once.

      “What can I do?” Staying busy might keep her mind off the storm.

      “Tie this off,” Daniel grunted between pulls, “while I keep the line tight.”

      Keelan had seen the different knots sailors used to secure lines to belaying pins or clews but wasn’t quite sure which knot was proper in this situation. She tied it as best she could, wrapped the end of the rope around the knot several times, and tucked it in.

      “Mahdi!”

      It took her half a beat before she found the source of the shout. Forgetting to acknowledge her alias would raise suspicion. It was important that she play the part of Mahdi everywhere but in Landon’s cabin. The galley cook already seemed a bit unsure of her. The less attention she attracted, the better.

      Landon hailed her from the helm. “Go below!” He shouted into the rising wind. “Help Mister Marcel secure the galley and the cargo.”

      She nodded and headed toward a small hatch located closest to the kitchen but couldn’t resist a glance over her shoulder at the monster on the horizon. The clouds were churning and flashing in the distance, nearly colliding with the sea.

      A dark feeling of foreboding crept up her spine.
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      A long, lithe, orange cat darted past Keelan as she walked down the narrow passageway to the galley. She poked her head around the corner. Marcel wrestled a barrel toward a closet along with Yanda, a young brown-skinned girl. Now that they were safely away from port, the family of runaway slaves had come out of hiding to help the crew.

      “Mahdi! Where have you been, boy?” Marcel drove his hip into the barrel, but it only moved an inch. “Come, help us.”

      “Captain Hart had me helping with the ropes. What can I do here?”

      The little girl clutched her stomach. Marcel harrumphed and glared at her while he rocked the barrel forward in small steps, “Dozens of men to help with ze sails and no one helps old Marcel.”

      “Where is Elle?” Keelan asked Marcel. Yanda’s mother, Elle, had been a cook for her last master, so it seemed practical to place her in the galley.

      “She is checking the cabinets in the next room, making sure they are latched.” He glanced up at Keelan and muttered, “Useless lubbers, both of zem.”

      When Elle stumbled in from the next cabin, arms pressed against her belly, Keelan understood and took pity. The woman glistened with sweat. Her eyes were red, and her face ashen.

      Seasickness. It’s hard to want to do anything but die when one is hit with that kind of nausea.

      Marcel gestured to the other side of the barrel. “It is heavy, but we must lock it in zere. You push, I pull, eh?”

      She nodded, and together they wiggled the cask into the narrow pantry closet while Marcel spat a string of French curses at the stubbornness of the barrel, at Elle’s lack of strength, and Yanda, who paused to vomit on the floor. After they secured it, he pointed to a bucket of seawater and a mop, and the girl nodded with a mumbled, “Sorry, Monsieur.”

      They secured the pantry shelves to prevent items from pitching to the floor in rough seas. Marcel placed a tin of dried meat, biscuits, and a couple of rounds of cheese handy before he shut the door. He nonchalantly pressed a broken biscuit into Yanda’s palm on his way out and popped the other half into his mouth.

      From there, they moved elsewhere on the orlop deck, tying down loose items or stowing them. Portholes were closed and locked, although seawater had already surged in. They trudged through an inch of water on the lower decks. The ship pitched and groaned. Keelan caught her breath and listened to the Desire’s inhalations and exhalations. Would it stay together through the storm or break into pieces? She studied the beams. Like huge fingers clutching a vase, they held the squirming ship in their grasp. The vessel squealed and moaned her pain and distress.

      Marcel, sensing Keelan’s trepidation, pointed to the water which had seeped in. “It is from the hawse bucklers.”

      At her confused expression, he tried again. “Zee pressing of zee ship against the water when swells come, push water through zee hawse bucklers. The Desire, she is strong and brave. And nimble as a cat. No reason to worry. We sailed through worse.”

      As they finished, a large group of weary crewmen came below and collapsed at the tables propped between the guns on the gun deck. Marcel jerked his head toward the galley, and they went to prepare the meal, which would be nothing more than a piece or two of dried beef, hard biscuits, grog, and a chunk of cheese.

      The lurch and groans of the ship had Keelan gripping the edges of the tables as she staggered past. She’d been getting used to being on the water and actually enjoyed it before today. She still moved like a landlubber, however, and was anxious to develop her “sea legs.” Lanterns swung in unison, casting quick shadows followed by fans of light. The Desire pitched sharply, and Keelan stumbled. A burly arm shot out and grabbed her collar.

      “Careful, boy,” Gus said. “Best ye find a spot and stay there.”

      “How do you keep your footing when the ship bucks and tilts?” She was breathless from her effort to stay upright.

      Gus sat back and scratched his salt-and-pepper beard then gripped his tankard before it flew to the floor. “Seein’ how yer father is a horsemaster, I’ll put it this way.” He finished his grog. “When the horse jumps a hedge, do ye try and keep yer seat straight and still on the saddle?”

      At last. Here was something with which Keelan was familiar, although she hadn’t jumped a horse since she was twelve. She shook her head. “You’d fall off if you tried to keep your seat on the saddle. You must stand in the stirrups and keep your legs soft to absorb the impact of the landing.”

      Gus cocked his head. “Ye Persians sure use peculiar language, but aye. So, ye does the same thing on the water. Mount the Desire as ye would a proud filly. Ye’ll never tame her, so don’t try. All ye can do is melt into her rhythm. Keep yer knees soft and let her rise up to ye. When she sighs and falls away, don’t fight her and try to follow. Let her go. She’ll come back to ye in her own time. Keep yer guts even with the horizon and ye won’t get seasick.”

      Keelan let go of the table and heeded his advice. Sure enough, it was similar to jumping her pony. She’d have to mention this method to poor Elle and Yanda. She grinned her thanks to Gus, then asked, “Where’s the captain?”

      “He has the first watch,” Gus replied, dipping his tankard into a bucket hanging from a rope secured to the ceiling. “Best for you to stay below, out of the way, though.”

      After serving the men
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binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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