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        A deathbed confession.

        A dark plot of revenge.

        A band of ticked off pirates.

        What else could possibly go wrong?

      

      

      

      *NOTE: This is the *sweet version* of the novel If You Give a Rake a Reason, (Book 2 of Pirates & Petticoats Series By Chloe Flowers).

      This series is about strong independent women and rakish bad boy pirates, privateers, captains and gamblers. If you enjoy women’s action and adventure, happily-ever-after romance, family saga fiction, historical romance or women’s fiction, you’ll love this series.

      

      A deathbed confession plunges Keelan Grey into a dark plot of deception and revenge. As enemies close in, she is forced to act a charade and soon her life depends on her playing the part. Now with the mystery of her true identity to be solved, she must rely on her wits and skill with a blade to both survive and defend the man she loves.

      

      Smuggler and ship’s captain Landon Hart has secret cargo to deliver up north, but when pirates kidnap the impetuous beauty who stole his heart, he prepares for battle. Rescuing her turns out to be the easy part. With a bounty on her head that has too many watchers out looking for her, keeping an eye on her seems like a good plan. Until she disappears.

      

      If you enjoy reading about strong heroines, charming smugglers and romance mixed with action, intrigue and a few laughs you'll love this series!
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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.

        All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce, distribute, translate or transmit in any form through any medium by any means.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To my mom.

        I love you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Don’t forget to check out the recipe for Bannocks at the end of the book!

      

      

      

      
        
        The dishes Ruth and Marcel served were inspired by recipes from the day. Keelan’s recipes for Bannocks and Scones were inspired by An Antebellum Household Journal. Including the South Carolina Receipts and Remedies of Emily Warton Sinkler, by Anne Sinkler Whaley LeClercq. I purchased it in Charleston when touring a plantation home; it’s filled with wonderful information about life in the Lowcountry.
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      Want it for FREE? Click below or type this into your browser:

      https://BookHip.com/LBMLFDZ 

      Or, sign up for new release email alerts on Chloe’s website: www.chloeflowers.com

      

      Charleston, South Carolina

      June 1811

      

      If they were going to steal it, tonight would be the perfect time. The pirates watched.

      And waited.

      The moon was nothing more than a sliver in the sky, leaving the night almost as dark as pitch. A single sentry strolled along the street in front of the warehouse. He passed the main doors and continued until he reached the far corner. He yawned, stretching his arms out wide. Removing his floppy hat, he scratched his head vigorously and then jammed the hat back on. After a lazy glance up and down the street, he pulled a bottle from his pocket and took a swig before he leaned against the wall and yawned again.

      A dog barked in the distance, provoking a shouted curse from one of the city’s sleepy residents. The sentry sank to his haunches, tipped the bottle to his mouth and then rested his head against the bricks behind him. Once more he looked around. Finally, with a bored sigh, he sat on the ground and placed his bottle within reach before resting his arms on his knees. Within minutes, his head slumped to his forearms. The gentle sea swayed against the pilings with the easy rhythm of a rocking chair. The street was quiet except for the gently breaking waves and the soft snoring of the sentry.

      Drago Viteri Gamponetti, Gampo to his men, leaned around the corner and gestured to a pair of wagons waiting behind him. A few men slipped down to lead the teams forward. A loud ‘clop’ on the cobblestones made everyone freeze in stunned silence.

      “One of the mufflings has fallen off,” whispered a driver.

      “Crowe, you’d best check them all before we head on,” he hissed. “And check all the wheels!”

      “Aye, Cap’n Gampo, sir.” Crowe muttered, as he scampered hastily about doing as he was told. All metal parts should still be wrapped in strips of dark cloth to keep them from jingling with the horses’ movements. He ran his hands over the strips of oiled leather covering each wheel. As soon as everything was secure, Crowe motioned for all to move out. The caravan stopped near the warehouse doors.

      With the stealth of a shadow, Gampo descended from the lead wagon. Producing a key, he placed it in the lock and turned it until it gave a dull ‘click.’ After a quick glance toward the end of the building and the sleeping sentry, he pulled a glass bottle from his pocket and squatted by the door hinges, then removed the cork with his teeth. After the hinges had been fully doused with the oil, he stepped back and gently pulled one of the doors open a bit and then closed it again, testing. He repeated this procedure several more times. Satisfied he’d eliminated any squeaks, he opened both doors wide.

      One of the men gestured toward the snoring sentry near the corner. Gampo studied the man, noted the whiskey bottle next to him and gave a slight shake of his head. The other shrugged, stepped down and grabbed the halter of one of the horses, then led it inside. Gampo followed and pulled the doors shut.

      Once inside the warehouse, the men remained motionless while Gampo struck a match to the candle wedged between the boards of the wagon seats.

      “Take the blankets and cover the windows facing the street," he directed in a dry whisper. “Once they’re secure, light your lanterns and get to work.”

      “Aye, Cap’n.”

      The men went about doing what he’d ordered. They all were well aware there was no room for error. Failing to execute even one small detail could get them caught. Getting caught would get them hanged. It gave the men strong impetus to do the job correctly.

      An hour later the wagons were loaded with casks of brandy and whiskey, rolls of silk fabric, boxes of spices, ammunition and countless other treasures from across the sea. They snuffed out the lanterns and removed the blankets from the windows. Gampo was the last to exit. The sentry hadn’t moved. He chucked to himself. The poor tar would have a great deal of explaining to do when his employer arrived in the morning. Still smiling, he reached into his pocket, pulled out the key and locked the warehouse.

      That ought to give ‘im something to think about.

      

      The sentry shifted slightly. Steel blue eyes glinted from under the rim of his hat as he watched the wagons pull away. After giving a slight nod to the roof of the boarding house across the street, an oil lamp flared in answer. Landon Hart rose and headed in the direction taken by the wagons seconds before.
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        * * *

      

      “They turned east down the next street,” Landon whispered to his friend Captain Conal O’Brien, as they followed the path of the thieves, staying near the darker shadows. “They’re heading in the direction of the warehouses we scouted earlier.”

      Conal nodded. “Hopefully they take it to the one containing the rest of our cargo. It’ll be harder to find the first half if they put this load in a different place.”

      It was a risky venture, but the only way to find out where their goods were taken was to leave the rest vulnerable. Conal had bragged at the pub near the docks that they had rented the most secure warehouse in the city and had complete confidence in the quality of the locks. They were so convinced, he’d boasted only one man was needed to guard the lot.

      The thieves swallowed the bait, and now Landon had his hook embedded deeply.

      An ugly image of Keelan in the brutal arms of one of those leering pirates nudged its way to the forefront of Landon’s daydreams. He couldn’t get the fiery-haired vixen out of his mind. His chest felt twice its size. The world around him settled. Keelan was his. He couldn’t think of a better way to live out his days aboard the Desire than with Keelan by his side.

      This was no time to be preoccupied with thoughts of a woman, but this wasn’t just any woman, it was his heart, his love. It was difficult to avoid thinking about how sweet her mouth tasted or how she smelled of jasmine and sunshine…

      Stop it.

      An entanglement was the last thing he’d wanted when they made port in Charleston. He and Conal had suffered a major loss, Conal’s Uncle Fynn at the hands of Gampo. Bloody, ruthless pirate.

      Fynn planned a trade route to include a stopover in Charleston so he could meet with Commodore George Grey, who’d turned out to be Keelan’s father. Fynn had been very secretive about the reasons why he wanted to meet with the commodore. So, following the run-in with Gampo, they tucked their ships in dry dock for repairs. Landon and Conal kept Fynn’s mysterious meeting out of curiosity more than anything.

      While visiting Twin Pines plantation, he’d met Keelan, who was masquerading as a boy and dueling with swords with her father’s valet. It was only after he’d had given her a brief lesson in knife throwing he’d learned Keelan was actually a young lady. Conal found it highly amusing and had retold the story several times at The Whistling Pig Tavern, where they’d rented rooms.

      What Conal hadn’t seen occurred later the same morning. Landon had caught Keelan eavesdropping from the depths of the garden bushes. At the time, he didn’t know she was the commodore’s daughter. He saw her as a curiosity. Up close, she was more than that. She was smooth and sleek with the quickness of a cat and the curves of a woman.

      Eyes wide like a startled doe and lush lips parted in surprise, she’d have bolted if her hair hadn’t been severely tangled in the branches. How could any normal man possibly resist the opportunity to kiss her? So he did.

      She froze in shock at first, of course, but after a moment her lips softened. His boyish prank soon became something over which he nearly lost control, especially when he pressed his hips against hers and instead of pushing him away, she slid her hands over his forearms and pulled him closer.

      Enough! Focus on the task at hand. Retrieve the stolen cargo without getting killed.

      Then, he’d locate Keelan and find out why she had not yet arrived. Less than a week ago, she’d promised to sail away with him on the Desire. The Blue Peter was flying above his top gallants, signaling the ship was preparing to sail. She should have already arrived.

      Unless… she’d changed her mind. Life on the sea could be hazardous and hard.

      It could also be invigorating and prosperous.

      Running away with him was a risk for Keelan. She’d have to leave behind the shelter of what little family she had left: an uncle, aunt and cousin, as well as the possibility of marriage. Dr. Garrison had already asked for her hand. Her uncle would have her marry Pratt, a wealthy plantation owner old enough to be her father.

      To accompany Landon on the Desire, she would have to accept that there’d be a certain degree of uncertainty with each dawning day. Danger presented itself in many forms: British warships, pirates, privateers and tempests. Had she changed her mind and decided to stay within the protective embrace of the Charleston Lowcountry? Had Garrison convinced her that she’d be better off married to him, a country doctor, rather than a merchant ship captain?

      Stop.

      There was work to be done.

      Landon pulled a bottle from his pocket and took a mouthful of the amber liquid. He sloshed it around, then spit it into his hands and rubbed it on his face and shirt. He handed the bottle to his friend.

      “Seems a shame to waste it,” Conal muttered sadly, as he repeated the same procedure.

      Landon grinned. “Leave it to an Irishman to mourn the loss of a mouthful of whiskey.”

      “Look who’s talkin’.”

      Landon threw his arm over Conal’s shoulders. “Let’s go.”

      The two men staggered down the alley.

      Conal broke into song:

      Oh, my wee lass is a fine, young lass if ever a lass there be…

      Her bosom’s as big as a bowl of figs

      Hips broader than a wil… (burp)… low tree…

      Oh, my wee lass is a fine young lass I hold in high regard,

      Although she uses lard, her bannocks are marred,

      ‘Cause they’re shaped like me head… and just as hard!

      They burst into bawdy laughter and stumbled past the first warehouse with no incident. However, as they passed the entrance to the second building, a wide bulk blocked their path.

      “‘Hoy there, mates. Where’re ye headin’?”

      Landon and Conal halted, each swaying slightly.

      “Why, we be headin’ to Miz LeBlanc’s housh, my big man,” Conal slurred. “Gonna bed me a strong Irish lash. Best in Charson. Char-lesson.” He shook his head numbly. “Town,” he finally stated firmly.

      Landon jiggled the bottle enticingly. “Ha’ yersef a slosh and join us, man.” He thrust the bottle at the burly guard. “But we git firs’ choice of the wenches, since it’s our idea.”

      The man frowned and shook his head. “Ye couple of drunken sots can’t find yer way to a wench if ye was locked in a room full of ‘em. Madame LeBlanc’s be two blocks west of here.”

      “Two more blocks, ye say? Wish way is west?” Landon scowled and squinted over the tar’s shoulder. The windows were covered, but there was a sliver of light shining from the side of one, along with a bright red bolt of fabric. His silk, he’d wager.

      Conal made an exaggerated turn toward his friend. “Did not the wench say three streets north and two streets east?” he said with arms crossed and fingers jutting into the air.

      “Aye. She said two streets east and three streets south,” Landon bobbed his head then staggered a couple dizzy steps sideways.

      “Ha’ we been goin’ east or wes’?”

      The warehouse guard rolled his eyes. “Listen lads," he said impatiently, pointing back up the alley. “Turn yer arses around and go two blocks that way and turn left.” He waved his left arm and pointed. “Madam LeBlanc’s be the white house with the red front door. Ye can’t miss it.”

      “Two up then left ye say?” Landon repeated, blinking.

      “Yes, man. LEFT. Turn LEFT,” the sentry confirmed in an exasperated tone as he batted his hand to the left yet again.

      Conal brightened. “Oh, well then. It’s not sa far from here. We thank ye verra mush, me good man.” He clapped the man on the back and nearly fell down.

      Landon made a show of helping Conal regain his balance, then wrapped his arm over his friend’s shoulders and spun him around. “Let’s be off then. Ahead and to the lef’!”

      “The left!”

      Conal thumped Landon on the back and pointed up the street. “To the wenches!”

      “The wenches!”

      They staggered a few steps before pivoting around again to face the surly guard.

      “Ye sure ye won’t join us for a romp?” Conal shouted, although he was only ten feet away.

      The man gave a wave and shook his head. “Nay lads, I’m workin’ this night. Have a warehouse to guard.” He pulled aside his vest to show the handle of a pistol sticking out of his waistband. “Ye go on.”

      “Suit yershelf,” Landon slurred. They swung back around and shuffled away.

      The guard chuckled as the drunkards staggered down the alley and paused a moment before making a right turn. Leaning against the warehouse door, he gave a dry laugh, shaking his head. “Ye’ll not find a lass this night, lads.”
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      Dr. Everett Garrison stumbled into the foyer of Twin Pines and up the front stairs. It was hard to focus, and his head ached with fury. Keelan’s betrayal and Hart’s interference roiled in his gut. The events at the ball a few nights ago necessitated an adjustment. Keelan broke their engagement, ruining all his planning and manipulations.

      “Everett, reconsider your offer of marriage if you want a wife who loves you, because you should know I do not.” she’d said.

      Even worse, she’d fallen for Captain Landon Hart.

      Everett had planned to finish off Commodore Grey after he wed his daughter, but the haughty wench made it necessary to alter the timing. Keelan was his! He’d not allow Hart to steal her away.

      Two years ago Commodore Grey sealed his own fate when he sunk the ship carrying Everett’s family and beloved fiancée, Rachel. The memory made him trip up the last step.

      Rachel.

      So loving, so devoted, kind, and gentle. In his dreams, he still heard her whispered promises...to love him forever, and give him a family. Children. Their children. Now, without her, he was a spinning compass with no true north.

      What else could he do?

      What else would ease his despair?

      He owed her more. She deserved more. Rachel should be avenged.

      Don’t fret, Rachel, my love. The result will be the same. The commodore will resign, his life racked in pain.

      Vengeance would release his mind from the torment of her absence. It had to. It was all he could think about. Rachel came to him at night, crying in despair for the children she would never have. Her tears filled an ocean, rising up above her ankles to her waist, and neck; it swallowed her down into its depths, her mouth open, her arms wide... pleading... sinking.

      It took considerable willpower to restrain himself from simply killing the commodore and be done with it. However, the man who murdered his family and his love didn’t deserve a quick, painless death. The gallows were too good for him, and while Everett was furious at the time, now he was glad the idiot was rescued and shipped off to America. He had time to coordinate and execute a slow, agonizing poisoning coupled with sharp, steady grief. One murder at a time.

      Justice.

      Sweet Rachel would have her revenge.

      Hoping each death would chip away at the painful stone encasing his heart, he vowed to eliminate Commodore Grey’s family members one by one. It was easy to spook the well-bred, but spirited horses pulling the commodore’s carriage. The accident was spectacular; the wife died instantly.

      Excellent news arrived earlier this week. He received word the assassin he hired in London recently succeeded in eliminating the eldest brother, and that information lightened Everett’s mood considerably.

      Keelan was a jewel. Beautiful and kind, she’d make a suitable wife, after he polished her a little. 	He would teach her how to be more like Rachel... daintier... softer... reticent.

      Obedient.

      She would put his needs and desires before her own and see to his comfort. She would give him children. She would commit her life to making him happy. A fitting patch for the gaping hole the commodore tore open.

      Keelan could never replace Rachel.

      Never.

      But he’d make sure she’d come very close.

      Like a clay mold.

      A replica.

      She would learn how to be more like his Rachel. Then his life would be fulfilled and whole again. The dark, sad days churning with wretched loss would be behind him, forgotten. The world would be as it should be once again.

      But Keelan must love him. She must love him as Rachel loved him.

      It was bothersome to hear her say she didn’t. That would change. He developed a plan to fix that element.

      This meant he required the pirate Gampo’s assistance, again.
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      Keelan’s heart clenched within grief’s cold grip as she took in the form on the bed. She didn’t think Papa’s color could pale any further. Shallow cheeks, sunken eyes, and white lips. He looked nothing like the stocky, vibrant, jovial man she remembered. His once broad shoulders were now thin and bony.

      Papa was dying, and all she could think about was that she’d never really known him. Even after his retirement and her mother’s sudden death, her father still had not spent much time with her. She hoped she would be able to nourish a stronger bond with him, but he had remained distracted and detached, spending most of his days and attention on Twin Pines, then later indisposed with his illness.

      Aunt Sarah sobbed into her handkerchief. Uncle Jared leaned into his wife, put his arm around her shoulders.

      Keelan moved to sit at her father’s side, then clasped his cool, limp hand.

      “Papa?” She placed his hand upon her cheek. “I’m here.”

      Her father focused on her; his mouth turned upward in a weak smile. “Keelan, child,” he rasped, “I must speak to you. I must tell you something very important.” He winced as a spasm rippled over his body. “I must talk to...you alone.”

      He sounded so parched. Sh poured him a small glass of water.

      “Wait.” Her cousin hopped up and nudged her out of the way. “I can help him. Dr. Garrison trained me to administer his medications. I’m to mix one of them with water to subdue his pain.” She opened a drawer in the bedside table and selected a vial. Using a dropper, she added the medicine to the water glass.

      “Thank you, Doreen.” Keelan gave her a fleeting smile. “Here Papa, sip this.” She cradled his head in the crook of her elbow and pressed the rim to his lips.

      Doreen hovered a moment, then returned to stand by her parents.

      He took a small swallow and scrutinized his daughter’s face. “I remember that dark, rainy night when I first picked you up and held you in my arms. Where have the years gone?” He lowered his head back to the pillow. “Memories float through my mind on wispy tails of a smoky haze. Death is near, Keelan.”

      Her eyes welled with tears. “Don’t say that, Papa.”

      He released a dry, thin sigh. “Sweet girl, it’s true. I’ve made some terrible choices. I hope if I confess my indiscretions and try to make things right, you might have a chance to repair the damage I caused, and perhaps even forgive me. I owe you the truth.”

      Keelan shook her head. There was nothing to forgive. The medicine must be interfering with his mind. After setting the glass back on the table, she tucked the covers around him. She didn’t want him to see her cry.

      “It’s been twenty-five years, and time has tempered my hatred.” He reached for Keelan’s hand, and she enveloped his knobby fingers with hers. “Keelan, you will not be left alone.”

      She smiled through her grief. “Oh, Papa—”

      He interrupted. “I must tell you something extremely important. A secret... a treasure which I kept from you and your mother for far too long.”

      He made no sense. “A secret—treasure, Papa? To what do you refer?”

      His voice faltered. Her father stared with watery eyes at his brother. “Please... leave us.”

      “We want to stay with you,” Jared objected. “We are family, George.” He grasped his brother’s other hand and patted it. “We are right here beside you.”

      Her father lifted his head and raised his feeble voice a bit louder. “This is a private matter I must discuss with Keelan.” He collapsed back on his pillow and closed his eyes, breathing raggedly. “Please, Jared.”

      A little bewildered at her father’s demeanor, she reluctantly rose to guide her aunt, cousin, and uncle toward the door. “I’ll come get you as soon as he is through speaking to me.”

      Doreen hooked her arm through her mother’s. “Come, Mama, I’ll walk with you to the sitting room, then I’ll get Tilly to bring us some tea.” Uncle Jared took a single step, then another, before expelling a breath and following his wife and daughter. Keelan moved her chair closer to her father’s bed.

      “Try to conserve your strength.” She stroked the hair from his forehead.

      He sighed. “’Tis the way things go, my dear. There is no stopping it. My life has been cursed. Ever since I... all because that Irish rake stole her from me, I’ve lived a cursed life! Cursed!”

      “Papa, why would you say such a thing?” She spoke softly to ease his distress, and because her throat felt as if it were filled with stones.

      “I would have cherished her forever, but she fell under his spell and broke my heart.” He heaved out a sigh. “I hated and punished them a long time. And that bloody ship—all those souls lost.” He rubbed his hand across his face in anguish. “Now, God is punishing me—and I deserve it.”

      His fingers shook as he reached for her hand, his voice sounding like old sticks blown across a barren field. “Keelan, I need to make things right for you. Listen carefully.”

      A fit of coughing followed, and she gave him another drink. “Papa, please rest a moment. Try not to talk for a while.”

      He shook his head. “I must. Keelan, something of significant value awaits you back home at Wind Briar. I hid it away all these many years.” He inhaled a ragged breath. “You have kin in Ireland. You must find them.”

      “Ireland?” Keelan’s jaw unhinged. “But—”

      He pointed a bony finger to a wooden box on the nightstand, “That box, get it for me.”

      Baffled, she handed it to him. Rather than take it, he ran his trembling fingers along its side. “A small compartment is hidden in this.” His quaking hands would not cooperate, and he handed it to her. “Release the latch near the hinge in the back. Press it.”

      His eyelids drooped. She turned the elegantly carved box over in her hands, found the latch. There was a tiny click, then a drawer glided from the right side. She removed a bag of coins and a large egg-shaped locket.

      Papa’s hand shook as he pointed to the locket. “That’s him, the debaucher. The man who stole my darling’s heart,” he whispered harshly. He spoke between short gasps. “At the time, the repercussions of my actions didn’t matter as much as punishing that arrogant Irish lord who seduced the woman I’d loved since I was a young buck. But now, as I face the portal of death, those repercussions terrify me.” His watery gaze drifted to hers. “I ask your forgiveness, Keelan.”

      She wanted to understand him, but his words made no sense. “Papa, I—”

      “Remember the ring I gave you? Look at it,” he urged. “On the side is a family crest, your family crest.” His breathing became more labored as he coaxed his withering body to draw yet another murky breath. “What you do with the information I am about to confide, will either ruin you or save you, dear girl.”

      She pulled the ribbon holding the signet ring from around her neck and peered at it more closely. The way he had skirted her questions when he’d given it to her some weeks ago, signaled that there was a story behind this ring then. Perhaps she would learn its secrets now.

      His voice trembled with regret. “The locket belonged to her. He had gifted it to her. I took it. I was jealous, angry, and spiteful. She was mine! My own love. But he seduced her and warped your mother’s mind against me...” He nodded toward the ring. “That same crest is on both.”

      The ring displayed her family crest. Keelan was puzzled. Her father had never talked about any other kin. She studied it again. It showed a lion in each corner. Three bundles of wheat crossed the middle. Above was a knight’s helm. The other indeed bore the same image, although larger.

      Her father’s words chipped away at her composure like a ticking clock chipped away the time. What exactly was he saying?

      With shaking hands, she turned the piece over in her palm then sucked in her breath. It held a tiny portrait of a young man, perhaps ten or so years older than she. There was no denying this was a relative. Although he had black hair, he had her long, slim nose. His expression was impish. Amusement glittered in his eyes even though he wasn’t smiling. If it wasn’t for the ebony of his hair, the man could be her brother.

      “Your Uncle Fynn suspected. He wrote and demanded a meeting, but died en route, I was told.” He gestured to the ring and locket. “Both belong to you.”

      Wait, her Uncle Fynn? During the conversation at the breakfast table, the two merchant captains had mentioned Fynn Ahern’s name. Uncle Jared had denied the name was familiar to him. Yet, there had been something suspicious with Jared’s manner that morning.

      He’d been lying.

      Papa’s next strangled words fell like stones, “Keelan.” He dragged in another short breath. “You must understand...you are not really my daughter.”

      Not his daughter.

      “Child, please listen. Go back to Wind Briar and search through the old wooden trunk in my library. Inside, you will find a letter.” He exhaled loudly and struggled for another rattling breath. “Daniel?” he wheezed.

      A figure approached from the dark corner of the dimly lit room. The valet had been so quiet; she didn’t notice him. She smiled sadly. Of course, he would be here to see to his master’s every last need. He was a most faithful servant to her father. Daniel walked to the bed and dipped his head in greeting. Keelan stared numbly at his cheek, where a tear’s path still glistened.

      “Yes, milord?”

      “Daniel. Enough coin is in the box for the journey. Take it. See her safely home.”

      Daniel immediately nodded. “I will, sir. I give both you and Miss Keelan my oath.”

      “Papa, I’ll return to the country house and seek your trunk.” She swallowed tightly as she fought back her own tears. She wanted to reassure him, so he would rest easier. As it was, he flailed his arm as if he were batting away an invisible demon.

      He paused in his thrashing and finally calmed. “Keelan, the contents are of… immense value... to you.” His expression turned to one of reluctant regret. He wrestled with the confession. “I couldn’t give my Catherine a child, she so wanted a baby. It was a fitting punishment for the man who took everything from me.”

      She tried to remember a trunk in the library. Perhaps it was the one draped with the lion’s pelt? His next words whisked her back to the present.

      “Your mother and your father…”

      “Good Lord!” She gripped her father’s hand tighter. Her mother?

      Like an earthquake deep beneath the surface, the meaning rumbled through her consciousness. She stared at her father. No... at the man who was not her father. A loud ringing echoed through her ears. It pierced her mind and shattered her thoughts. Her mother… desperate for a child… what had she done? Taken a lover?

      His gaze left her face and roamed around the room, as if he were seeing it for the first time. It was a moment before he focused once again on her. “Oh, Keelan! How I loved her. He took her from me!” He shook her hand with each word. “Don’t cry. My next trip to London, I shall bring you some bright ribbons for your hair. Would that cheer you?”

      Tears streamed down her face; he was fading into a realm where past and present swirled together in a grey mist.

      “Papa...”

      “It was wrong, the way Catherine acted.” He flopped an arm across his eyes. Somehow, even in his broken state, reliving the torment the secret had caused.

      “It wasn’t the right thing to do, but after the deed was done, it could not be undone without serious repercussions.”

      Keelan heard the blood rushing through her head. Her heart pounded and tried to beat back the word thundering over and over in her chest. But her mind screamed it louder.

      Bastard child.

      Her mother was an adulteress. She had an affair with another man, a married man, and became pregnant with his child. Since Catherine and George were childless, he obviously raised her as his own.

      In a burst of energy, he reached for her and grasped her arm. He searched her face, as if hoping for some confirmation she understood him. “Please forgive me, but I named Jared as sole beneficiary of my estate.” He pointed to the miniature. “I had to make sure you had no other choice but to locate the man in the locket. Your real father should know you, your mother too, would want it.” He thrashed his head from side to side. “I loved her. I have always loved her. I still love her.”

      He moaned his agony and drew another jerky breath. His lips moved. As she leaned over him, his faint plea stirred the air like a faint breath through the sheer muslin curtains.

      “There is nothing here for you, Keelan. Find your family. Tell them I am... sorry for keeping you. Promise me, Keelan. Promise.”

      “I promise,” she choked out the words. This new information strengthened her decision to leave Charleston with Landon. She hadn’t wanted the burden of the plantation.

      Now, she was free of it.

      As heavy as her heart was for him, the weight of the encumbrance crumbled and fell away. As for finding her real father, she could call upon Landon for help. They could sail together to Great Britain.

      It would be an adventure.

      George Grey turned his head toward Keelan. “Light a lamp, child. I can’t see your face.”

      Tears streamed unchecked down her cheeks. She stared at the brightly burning oil lamp at the bedside of the stranger she had called “Papa” for the last nineteen years.

      “The lamp is lit, Papa.”
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      Everett tucked his watch back into his pocket. It wouldn’t be long now. Keelan had excused herself to her bedchamber earlier, promising to return soon.

      He closed the bedroom door behind Doreen. At his instruction, the young lady had administered the last bit of the “medicine” to George Grey a few seconds ago.

      When the old man died, he would be there to comfort his daughter. She’d see then he’d make a good husband, wouldn’t she?

      “George.” He reached down and roughly shook the old man’s shoulder.

      George opened his eyes. He winced and Everett leaned in close. He wanted to make sure the old man didn’t miss his next words.

      “Doreen just gave you a potent dose of the serum that has been slowly poisoning you over the past several months,” he said in harsh satisfaction.

      George’s eyelids flew open and widened in shock.

      “Why did your niece do it, you’re wondering?” He took a deep breath but couldn’t contain his shudder. “I am a healer, not a killer, like you.” He stared at his hands. “Still, my fingers are coated with blood, even though I had Doreen do the deed. She was unaware, of course. She believed she was giving you medicine.” He clenched his hands into fists. “Have you heard of Rachel Hornsby? Robert Garrison? Martha Garrison? Emmett Garrison?”

      George shook his head, a confused frown on his face.

      “They were my family, my parents and younger brother, my fiancée... sweet, darling Rachel. You murdered them. You sunk their ship, and you killed them.”

      The pain in the dying man’s eyes would not affect him. It was too late for that.

      He continued, “I vowed to her, my Rachel, that I would serve you the same dish you served me.” He leaned closer. “You have been feasting on it for months. Now you know what it’s like to lose the people you love.”

      The old man’s brows furrowed, as if he was trying to decipher his words. An understanding began to dawn across his features.

      “Yes!” Everett nodded. “Your wife, nephew, sister-in-law, all dead. Before we left England, I hired a man to kill your older brother. It took longer than I anticipated, but it was accomplished quite successfully.”

      He wanted to witness the old wretch’s expression when the final most horrendous realization occurred.

      “And now, your beloved daughter is my betrothed.”

      The old commodore’s frantic eyes darted to the door and back. He struggled to raise his head. “No!” he rasped, the fear choking his voice.

      “Oh, yes indeed. You were there when she chose me, remember? Although we had a little tiff tonight, I will still make things work to my satisfaction. She will become my wife.”

      The old man’s mouth opened in a silent scream. Bony hands reached to claw at him, but he was now well out of reach.

      “Papa?” Keelan knocked, then entered “Dr. Garrison, how is he?”

      He gestured for her to come to the bedside, and she approached and kissed her father’s forehead.

      Everett gave her a sympathetic smile. “He’s nearing his end now, my dear. The hallucinations are worsening.” He took her hand and patted it. “Speak to him, let him know you’ll be fine so he can...let go.” He ignored how she pulled her hand from his grip.

      Grey’s eyes twitched frantically between him and Keelan. He made a low hissing sound. She quickly grasped his hand.

      “Papa, I’m here. It’s all right. I’m here.” Her eyes welled with tears.

      The commodore’s lips cracked as he tried to form words. “Keelan… don’t… he is....” A slight whimper escaped from his mouth.

      The old man’s chest rose and fell, and rose and fell, then stilled. Keelan’s head sank. She wept softly, still holding his hand. Everett squeezed her shoulder in sympathy. “I’ll go inform Mr. and Mrs. Grey that he has passed on.”

      Keelan nodded and blotted her face with a handkerchief.

      Everett stepped into the hall, then pulled out his watch. He gently opened it to stare at the small portrait wedged inside the lid.

      “For you, Rachel, my love,” he whispered. He snapped the case shut. If Keelan Grey thought she was going to elope with Hart, she’d thought wrong. She’d never arrive at that ship.

      He’d make sure of it.
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      Keelan Grey stood at the foot of the grave, gazing at the sharply chiseled marks on the stone without really seeing them. This afternoon, they’d buried Papa in the Circular Congregational Church cemetery on Meeting Street. The death bed confession still had her stunned. What would Landon think of it all?

      She’d made a promise. Two, actually. The first, to elope with Landon Hart. The second, to find her true father.

      She intended to keep both.

      Aunt Sarah patted her shoulder. “Keelan, please walk with us,” she prodded in a quiet voice. “Your uncle has arranged a luncheon at Rosewood’s boarding house.”

      “I’m not hungry now, Aunt Sarah,” she responded, giving her aunt a small smile. “I need a few moments alone, then I’ll return home.”

      And gather my things and go.

      The afternoon sun was obscured by a layer of gray which threatened rain. Aunt Sarah hesitated a moment. The older woman glanced around. Probably worried Captain Hart would appear from behind one of the large oaks lining the cemetery, or Dr. Garrison would show up and cause a scene.

      A valid concern.

      Keelan had been entangled in two terribly scandalous events, one involving Captain Landon Hart and the other involving…Captain Landon Hart.

      First, there was an outing without a chaperone. Then there was a kiss in the garden the night of the ball, resulting in a broken engagement with Dr. Garrison, who’d taken the news badly, and she couldn’t blame him. While that seemed like a very casual and abbreviated chain of events, it really wasn’t.

      Although wildly handsome and devilishly charming, Landon Hart was everything Mother had described when she spoke of ‘men of the sea’… men who could seduce a woman with a look and leave her the following day, off to the next port, the next woman, the next adventure. Keelan understood this; Mother became bitter and lonely while Papa had been away sailing with the Royal Navy. Keelan never wanted to live her mother’s life, married to a man who’s mistress was the sea, therefore, she’d instead reluctantly accepted a marriage proposal from Papa’s physician, Dr. Everett Garrison, a few days before her cousin’s ball.

      Dr. Garrison was a quiet, practical man with a quiet, practical life.

      Landon changed all that with three short words:

      “Sail with me.”

      He had no intention of leaving her behind, and that changed everything.

      They would be together aboard the Desire. There’d be no lonely life of waiting for a ship to bring her beloved home. The thought sent a comforting warmth swirling in her chest.

      If Papa hadn’t worsened that night, she’d have run away with Landon thee very moment he’d asked. Now, with her uncle as her guardian, things were more complicated. He’d not approve, so she couldn’t reveal her plans.

      Didn’t dare.

      Aunt Sarah fidgeted with her bonnet ribbon a moment, then said, “Don’t stay too long. I’ll ask Slaney and Daniel to wait for you. You shouldn’t walk home alone.”

      “Thank you, Aunt Sarah.”

      Her family was always vigilant. An assassin had murdered her mother and Papa’s eldest brother, sister in law and nephew back in England. She suspected it had to do with Papa’s court-martial. He’d fired on the wrong ship; it sank, killing innocent passengers. After a huge uproar, Papa had been court-martialed, the family the main gossip topic for weeks.

      After a word from her aunt, Keelan’s maid Slaney waited a few feet from the grave site. Daniel, her father’s valet, joined her.

      Daniel had been Papa’s valet when he was home, and Keelan’s tutor when Papa was at sea. He taught her not only to read, write and mathematics but also how to defend herself. She was quite proud of her skills with a blade. She had Daniel to thank for that.

      After making his daily trip to the pier and back early this morning, Daniel had informed her that Landon Hart’s ship, the Desire, was flying the blue flag signaling it was ready to depart.

      It was the signal she’d been watching for. He was ready to leave port.

      Fluttery ripples of anticipation spread through her stomach. Soon, she’d be away from here, away from plantation life and on toward unknown and exciting places with Landon.

      Daniel held out a hand for the maid, Slaney took it, allowing him to help her rise to her feet.

      “It’s hard to believe he’s gone.” Keelan took one last look at the grave of the man she’d called “Papa” all her life.

      “Yes, mistress. I know you’ll miss him. As will I,” Daniel said, voice cracking.

      “We all will, lass,” Slaney added in her soft Irish lilt, blotting beneath her eyes with a handkerchief.

      “What will you both do now?” Keelan asked. Slaney and Daniel had been like family to her since she was small. With Papa at sea most of the time and her mother in Chatham, England, running their shop, Daniel and Slaney had practically raised her.

      “We’ll fulfill our obligation to the commodore and accompany you safely back to the country cottage in England, as promised,” Daniel said. “Unless you have decided to remain here, instead.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I have no wish to remain on the plantation. You heard what Papa said. He’s left me nothing. His entire estate has gone to Uncle Jared. I no longer have Twin Pines as my dowry.”

      Which was fine with her, she wasn’t angry or upset at this sudden turn of events. In fact, it was a relief. Plantation living and the casual acceptance of slavery didn’t sit right in her stomach. It was the main reason she kept an old cabin cellar stocked with healing supplies and root vegetables not far from a large lake on the plantation. Simon, a house slave, was an important link in the Freedom Runners arm of the Underground Railroad.

      “By removing you from his will, the commodore thought he was forcing you to act on his request to find your real father,” Daniel said gently.

      Although truly, it was unnecessary; her curiosity and longing to find out who she was and where she came from would have driven her to search for the man, anyway. But Papa hadn’t known that.

      He hadn’t known her well at all.

      “I made a promise to find him, and I will,” she responded. They strolled along the cobbled street, the scent of damp soil and salty air hinting a spring rain.

      “Then Daniel and I will be ready to join ye,” Slaney said. “Yer like a daughter to us both. We’ll not leave ye unless ye wish it.” She looped her arm through Keelan’s and gave her a secret smile.

      The words tugged her heart; she swallowed past the lump in her throat. “Thank you, Slaney. Hopefully the contents in Papa’s trunk will help my cause and not hinder it.”

      Papa mentioned an old trunk tucked in the library of the country house near Chatham, England. Apparently it held the answers to all her questions. She looked up at the valet. “You heard what he said. My mother and that man…” Daniel had been there, the night Papa revealed his secrets.

      Daniel’s eyes softened.“Yes, I heard. But
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