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      The barrel of the shotgun wavers slightly but remains pointed squarely at my chest.

      Blood surges through my veins and roars in my ears. My hands squeeze around the grip of my .45.

      Pull a fucking gun on me? This won’t end well for you…

      Staring down the business end of a damn shotgun was not on my to-do list today…or any day, for that matter. But in this profession, it was inevitable.

      I can’t do this type of work and expect everything to go smoothly all the time. After five years on the waters, hijacking ships and stealing cargo, it was bound to happen. Someone was going to fight back with more than a few lamely thrown punches eventually.

      Beating someone into submission is just part of the job. Using steel is too.

      But this—she—is unexpected.

      Cargo ships don’t usually have firearms on them, which makes hijacking them a fuck of a lot easier.

      This time should have been the same…yet the reality is right in front of me.

      My stomach churns slightly at having to point my gun at my would-be assailant. But the tiny, redheaded pixie, who looks as pure and innocent as a fresh Wisconsin snowfall, seems rather fucking intent on blowing a hole in my chest.

      What’s a woman like her doing on a cargo ship in the middle of Lake Michigan?

      The shotgun dips slightly. She struggles to regain control and re-center the barrel. That thing must weigh seven or eight pounds—a lot for a small thing like her to handle—and she’s been holding her aim for almost three minutes.

      This standoff won’t last much longer. Rion will notice my radio silence and come looking for me. Either the pixie will give up, or she’s in for a big surprise when he makes an appearance.

      The warm breeze drifting through the open door to the bridge whips her wavy hair around her pale face in crimson swirls. Her green eyes narrow, and she flicks the tip of her tongue around her cupid’s bow lips.

      Jesus. Fucking. Christ.

      Under any other circumstances, I might take her against the wall of the bridge and screw her until the sun goes down. Too bad she’s a giant pain in the ass and the one thing standing between me and what I need.

      She squares her shoulders and raises the gun slightly. “I said, drop your fucking gun.”

      Despite the shaking in her body, her command is strong and unwavering.

      Too bad it’s all a fucking act. She’s scared shitless. And she should be.

      I smirk, and a red flush creeps up her throat and across her lightly freckled cheeks. Yet, she stands her ground.

      She has balls. I’ll give her that. But the blush of her pale skin proves she isn’t immune to my charms. That should make this easier.

      Scare her or seduce her. Either way, I’m getting what I came for.

      A single step brings me closer to her, and the damn gun. At this range, I’d be fucking toast.

      “Sweetheart, you and I both know, there is no way in hell I am going to lower my weapon.”

      Her giving me orders might be adorable if we weren’t in such a time crunch. We’ll have hell to pay if the Marconis don’t get their shipment tonight, and the incoming storm front is already threatening the job. Choppy waters and swells will make the trip to Chicago a real bitch once we get what we came for. The last thing we need is some princess wanna-be Annie Oakley trying to stop us.

      She presses her lips together and clenches her jaw so hard, the muscle at the side tics.

      Red has some attitude, that’s for sure.

      The shotgun repositions, and she makes sure it’s aimed directly at my face this time.

      Trying to intimidate me, little girl?

      Another step forward and I’m close enough to catch a faint whiff of something floral—lilacs, maybe—and I shift my shoulders back and puff out my chest to provide the maximum effect.

      If my gun isn’t enough to intimidate her, maybe my size and proximity will.

      She stumbles back a step, shaking her head and sending her red locks floating around her face. “Don’t you fucking move, asshole.”

      Another command? Cute.

      But she also just showed I’m a hundred percent right. It’s all an act.

      False bravado.

      I stop my advance, but my smirk widens to a full-blown smile despite my best efforts against it.

      A crack in my armor is never good, which is why smiles don’t come often for me. In this profession, it’s essential to assert dominance, to let people know you are in charge and won’t back down, that you are unbreakable. Smiling shows you are human, and being human means weakness.

      Weakness can’t exist here. Not with her.

      But, since the moment I stepped onto the bridge and found her with that shotgun pointed right at me, I haven’t been able to keep the corner of my mouth from twisting up with just about everything she says.

      That’s dangerous—for me and her.

      “For such a pretty little thing, you sure curse like the big boys.” Having her bent over the captain’s chair screaming four-letter words into the air while I plow into her briefly crosses my mind.

      Too bad. Such a waste of a tight body.

      She scowls, her eyes focusing on the barrel of my gun, currently pointed directly at her surprisingly ample chest.

      I’d rather not shoot her, but if it means getting what I came for, then I’ll do what I have to. She needs to know who’s in charge here, and, despite what she may think, it isn’t her.

      Over her shoulder, through the open door, Rion silently climbs the stairs to the bridge.

      I school my expression. Poor thing has no clue she’s about to lose that false sense of power in her hands.

      Sorry, Red.

      “I’m not telling you again, drop your…”

      Her words trail off the moment the barrel of Rion’s gun touches the back of her head. Standing six foot five, his two-hundred-seventy-pound frame dwarfs her maybe five foot one, one hundred pounds.

      God, she’s tiny.

      Everyone looks small next to Rion—even me—but next to pixie, he looks more like something from the Marvel Universe.

      He grins in my direction.

      I take another step toward her as I holster my gun. The situation is under control now. I won’t be needing it again. My hand wraps around the barrel of her shotgun, and I tug it from her hands and set it on the console next to us. The desire to fight flashes across her face, but she’s smart and lets her hands fall to her sides.

      “Sorry, sweetheart. Valiant effort, though.”

      She glares at me, clenching her small, empty hands.

      There’s something else I would love to have those fists clenched around. Maybe in another place, another time.

      I understand her seething rage. We came onto the ship with clear malcontent, but as long as she and the rest of the crew cooperate, we’ll be on our way quickly and she can go on with her life, forgetting we ever existed.

      The insurance will cover the cargo we take, and, more than likely, the owner of the vessel will file false losses anyway so they’ll end up ahead. That’s the way it always goes. No one has any integrity anymore. But in the end, it’s a win-win for everyone. We get what we need for Il Padrone, plus whatever’s in the safe, and the owner gets some extra cash for a few hours of inconvenience and some added paperwork.

      Rion yanks her arms behind her back.

      “Oww!” She looks over her shoulder at him while he secures her wrists with a zip tie. “What the fuck?”

      When her eyes return to me, they blaze with the fire of a thousand suns.

      “Sorry,” I turn to look for the logbook on the bookcase behind me, “but you’ve already proven you’re too ballsy for your own good. If you tell me what I need to know, this will be a lot quicker and a lot less painful for you.”

      Making threats and being willing to follow through are necessary evils in this job. Each and every one of us will do whatever’s necessary—some, more easily than others. That includes getting rid of anyone in our way, but I’m not totally heartless. These people are just employees doing their jobs, trying to make a living. They don’t deserve to get hurt or to die…as long as they don’t do anything stupid. Then…all bets are off. The job and the guys come first and always will.

      My radio crackles to life, and Cutter’s voice cuts through the static. “Secured the deck and holds. We have six hands on deck. Offload started.”

      Good.

      Recon indicated there would be a crew of seven; that means there isn’t anyone lurking beneath us, calling for rescue or waiting for a chance to pounce on us as we offload the cargo.

      “Bridge secure,” I reply. “We have one. No sign of the captain, though.”

      I glance back at her, hoping she’ll fill me in on where the man in charge might be. He must be with the crew Cutter and Elijah rounded up.

      Anger glints in her eyes, and she squares her shoulders. “I won’t tell you anything. When I get free, you’ll pay for this.”

      The bravado in her voice is fake. We both know it, but I’ll let her cling to the comfort her act of defiance holds for a while. It makes people feel better to talk back, to think they have any say or ability to control what’s happening around them—even when it’s all in their heads.

      Rion covers his mouth to hide his laughter, and I chuckle to myself.

      She glowers at him over her shoulder then focuses on me.

      This girl is a piece of work.

      It isn’t often we find a woman on a cargo vessel. I can only think of one, and she was nothing like pixie over there. Suffice it to say, women working on cargo ships generally don’t look like swimsuit models.

      The tiny redhead, on the other hand, is every man’s wet dream. At least, any man who likes redheads, and, God knows, I have a weakness for those of the ginger persuasion. Which means keeping my guard up is even more important. I can’t let my dick get in the way of what needs to happen to get out of here safely with what we need.

      Her forest-green eyes bore into me, and I have a sneaking suspicion she can see into my soul—a terrifying prospect for someone like me. Someone who depends on people’s fear to succeed.

      She’s ready for a fight and is just looking for an opportunity to get the upper hand again. I may not want to use that gun, but I will if I have to. There’s too much at stake. And Rion, Elijah, and Cutter will pull the trigger before there’s even time to consider it. She needs to know we’re a real threat.

      An unusual tightness forms in my chest, but I ignore it in favor of returning my attention to the bookcase.

      A blue logbook sits on the second shelf, exactly where it should be. I grab it and carry it across the bridge to the captain’s chair in front of the console, the metal floor creaking with every step. I drop onto the seat, and plush leather cradles me. I prop my feet up on the console and open the book across my thighs.

      “Get your damn feet off the console.”

      I glance over.

      Those damn eyes drill me again as she looks between my boots and my face, like a mother annoyed her kid has his feet on the coffee table.

      Why does she care so much where I put my damn feet?

      “Where is the captain?” I tap my boots against the console intentionally, letting little bits of dirt and who the hell knows what else drop off them onto the clean surface.

      Tipping her chin up, she snarls. “Fuck you.”

      Her non-answer almost brings another smile, but I’m finished with games.

      Whoever manages the logbook has impeccable penmanship. The names of the six crewmen appear below that of the captain. “Captain G.A. Albright, where is he?”

      No women on the crew list.

      So, who the fuck is she?

      “And who are you?”

      She presses her lips together until they’re white. I radio to Cutter. “Bring me a member of the crew.”

      Her shoulders tense, and the fear finally begins to show in her eyes despite her best efforts to appear unaffected.

      She gets points for that, at least.

      “Roger that, Cap. Two minutes.”

      I raise an eyebrow, waiting for some verbal response from her, but she remains silent. “Still have nothing to say? That’s okay, I’ll get what I need from someone else in about two minutes.” I flash her my best panty-dropping smile. “I always get what I need, from someone.”

      She clenches her jaw, clearly picking up the innuendo in my comment.

      Good. I was laying it on fairly thick.

      Footsteps on the metal stairs alert me to Cutter’s arrival. He doesn’t bother sneaking up here the way Rion did. He nudges a zip tied and terrified man into the room. Sweat beads the crewman’s weather-beaten forehead and temples, and his eyes immediately fall on me, then move to Rion, and then the feisty redhead.

      This guy will be easy. I’ll have my answer in no time.

      Cutter nods at me then disappears back down the stairs to help get what we came for loaded onto the boat.

      “Thank you for joining us.” I drop my boots to the floor, rise to my full height, and toss the logbook onto the chair. “I’m hoping you can answer a few questions for me.”

      His gaze immediately flicks to the pixie, and I don’t miss the subtle shake of her head.

      Now, this is interesting.

      Men rarely look to women for permission or direction, especially on the water. Most are misogynist pigs who believe women belong barefoot, naked, and pregnant in the kitchen. In reality, women are probably better than ninety percent of men at seventy-five percent of the things men try to do. Most men are too macho to ever publicly admit they look to women for guidance. That is doubly true for seamen.

      “Don’t look at her, look at me.” I step up to him, putting my face, and my chest, mere inches from his own. “Where is the captain?”

      For a flicker of a second, his eyes land on her.  I follow his gaze.

      She shakes her head at him.

      He quickly recovers, looking at me and shaking his head, but it is too late—I saw it and he knows.

      “I…uh…I don’t know, sir.”

      I step between him and pixie and force her back until she hits the wall. Her face barely comes to the middle of my chest. I look down at her, and she tilts her head up, rebellion in her stance and eyes. A glance over my shoulder at the crewman tells me I’ve hit a nerve.

      His tense body and skin shining with sweat scream he doesn’t want me anywhere near her, but his tied hands and Rion towering over him prevent him from making whatever move he’s clearly considering.

      I turn to face him, step to her side, and put my right hand on the butt of my gun. “Who is she?” I point at her with my free hand.

      His eyes beg me to stop, to leave, to move away from the woman.

      Curious. Is he afraid of the pixie or protecting her?

      I grasp a strand of her silky red hair, twirling it around my finger.

      “Get your stinking hands off me!”

      She tries to yank it from my hold by moving her head, but I tug until she yelps. The crewman lunges forward, but Rion grabs his zip tied arms, jerking him backward.

      “Leave her alone!” He struggles against Rion’s grip.

      Crews who have worked together for a long time are tight, often willing to defend each other, even if it means endangering their own lives. Maybe that is all this is, maybe they are romantically involved, or maybe he just has a death wish. Whatever it is, this guy is just itching to get shot.

      He’s lucky none of us have twitchy trigger fingers.

      “Tell me what I want to know and I will.” I tug on her hair gently again and bring it up to sniff it.

      Sweet. Flowery. Almost like lilacs in summer bloom.

      She tries to jerk away again, but I tighten my grip and meet the eyes of the crewman.

      He huffs out a breath, frantically searching her face for direction. She shakes her head no.

      “I’m sorry, Grace. I have to…”

      Grace.

      Finally, I have a name for the woman who is as beautiful as she is a pain in my ass.

      “Darren, don’t.” Her voice finally cracks and shows signs of her distress.

      “I’m sorry.” He turns to face me fully, takes a deep breath, and shakes his head. “She is the captain.”

      What?

      I recoil slightly, accidentally pulling her hair with me.

      “Ow!” She jerks and yelps, leaning toward me to take the strain off her red tresses. “Watch it!”

      She’s the fucking captain?

      I look down at her, meeting her determined gaze. I clamp my jaw shut, trying to hide my shock. “Captain G.A. Albright? Well, well, well, isn’t this interesting.”

      A female captain?

      I should have suspected, but it’s just so…unbelievable.

      Dad would roll over in his grave if he heard about this. He always said “women aren’t made for the water.” And, given what I’ve experienced in almost three decades on the Lakes, I know exactly why he thought that. How this tiny woman ran an entire freighter is beyond me, since most seamen would never see someone like her as an authority figure, but my respect for her just went through the roof.

      Clearing my throat, I release her hair and take a step back. My eyes meet an astonished Rion’s, and I return to the captain’s chair. “Captain Albright, care to tell me what the A stands for?”

      She sneers at me, and I’m sure she would have spit if she were close enough to hit me. “Fuck. You.”

      Under normal circumstances, I would have come back with some witty retort—told her I would love to, because a lot of girls actually respond to that asshole shit—but, I hold my tongue.

      I nod to Rion, and he ushers her forward until she’s standing directly in front of me.

      “Well, Captain, if you would be so kind as to unlock the safe over there,” I point to the large safe in the corner of the bridge, “we will be on our way.”

      Anything in that safe is icing on the cake for this job, and there’s no way we’re leaving without opening it.

      “Over my dead body.” She hisses the words at me, throwing them with a fury I would never expect from such a tiny woman.

      “That can be arranged.” I pull my gun from the holster and lay it across my lap, barrel pointed directly at her.

      If that doesn’t get her attention, nothing will.

      My radio, and our only lifeline to Preacher back at the warehouse, crackles to life. “Cap, we got a problem.”

      Shit.

      If Preacher thinks we have a problem, we definitely have one. He isn’t one to sound the alarm unless the house is really and truly on fire. The man rarely leaves his cave full of toys, and his concern over the approaching storm front interfering with our equipment almost forced us to call off this job, but the Marconis wouldn’t take no for an answer. This cargo had to come off before the ship reached the Milwaukee port.

      I glance up at the darkening sky. A storm is usually great cover for a hijacking, but this one looks to be nasty.

      Fuck. What else can go wrong?

      “What is it?” I look to Rion while I wait for Preacher to relay the bad news. Rion just shrugs.

      The radio crackles. “Coast Guard is on its way. We’re going to have unwanted company.”

      “Fuck!” I slam my feet to the ground and crowd Grace until she backs into Rion and can’t retreat any further. “How did you call the fucking Coast Guard?”

      Preacher’s jamming device prevents ships from calling over the radio for backup while still allowing us to communicate on our dedicated channel. The tech is top-of-the-line. It hasn’t failed in five damn years. No way it failed now.

      So, how the hell did she manage it?

      Her glare pierces me, with a smug tilt of her lips.

      Holy shit. Red was buying fucking time.

      If I weren’t so angry, I might actually be impressed.

      “Distress beacon. Before you even got up to the bridge. I hope you enjoy prison, dickface.”

      “Shit!” I scrub my hands down my face and groan.

      We can usually work our way on board and get everyone away from the bridge before they realize it’s a hijacking and can activate the beacon. This one is smart. She knew something was off despite our ruse.

      One final glance at the safe we will never have time to open now is all I get before I kick the captain’s chair and storm toward the door. “Bring them to the deck.”

      The metal stairs creak under me, and I slam my way down them to the main deck where the offload continues. Cowering crewmembers from the ship help deposit the cargo they’re supposed to be delivering to Milwaukee onto our boat.

      If I hadn’t been otherwise occupied on the bridge and had to drag Rion and Cutter away, this would have been done already with the help of the hauler’s crew.

      Elijah approaches, his brow drawn down. “What’s the plan?”

      I glance back at Rion wrestling Grace and Darren down the stairs. “You and Cutter take the Destiny with the cargo and hightail it out of here. Head to the cove. This time of day, it will be foggy as hell and with the storm rolling in, you can disappear there and lie low until you can make it back to the warehouse. Rion and I will leave on the Calista and meet up with you later.”

      He nods and takes off, yelling something to Cutter as he heads toward the starboard side of the ship, where the Destiny is anchored.

      Turning to our captives, I meet Rion’s gaze. A question darkens his eyes.

      He knows as well as I do, the second we leave the deck and get far enough away for the jammer to stop working, Grace will be on the radio, telling the Coast Guard exactly what we look like and which direction we left in.

      Our plans have been well and truly fucked. Board, tie up the crew, unload, and get the fuck out. It’s worked flawlessly for years. By the time the Coast Guard finds them, we are long gone and safe.

      Damn woman fucked up everything.

      My throat burns as acid rises from my stomach.

      I have to do it.

      “You…” I point to Darren. He jerks slightly, and Rion shoves him toward me. “You are going to be left with the rest of the crew. We will try to call them off, but if the Coast Guard comes, you’ll tell them nothing. The distress beacon was a mistake. Everything is fine. You know nothing. Do you understand me?”

      He doesn’t respond, just glances at Grace.

      Grace snort-laughs. “What’s to keep him, or me for that matter, from telling them everything we know?” The edge in her voice hangs in the air.

      She doesn’t grasp what’s happening here.

      What has to happen.

      The words I have to say sit like rocks in my throat.

      It has to be done, War. So, do it.

      I swallow past the regret and unease and turn to her. “Because we are taking you with us.”

      “No!” Her knees wobble slightly, and her pale skin turns even more ashen.

      Darren cries out. “No, take me instead!”

      Gallant. But no.

      “You do nothing for me. She, on the other hand, is an insurance policy. If we get away and get the cargo where it needs to go without interference, I will release her, unharmed, within forty-eight hours. If, on the other hand, you don’t shut your trap and the Coast Guard finds us, I will kill her before I ever surrender or let her go. Do you understand me?”

      My words cut through him like knives. His shoulders sag, and he nods, his entire body shaking and his lip quivering.

      When my eyes connect with Rion’s, the shock and sympathy there darken his brown eyes. He knows what it means for me to do this.

      Fuck.

      Lie. Steal. Maim. Destroy.

      Do whatever it takes.

      Except this.

      I’m breaking the only rule. I’m taking a fucking hostage.
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      Forget the fact this bastard is a good-for-nothing, cock-sucking pirate, he’s also the kind of guy Mom warned me to run from. Tall, muscular, and tattooed. The man now holding me hostage is trouble with a capital T.

      Trouble.

      Of course, I had pictured more the slam-me-against-the-wall-and-fuck-me-so-hard-I-can’t-walk-tomorrow trouble, and not the pull-a-gun-and-hijack-my-cargo trouble.

      How did I let this happen? Am I too naïve?

      This is my first time as solo acting captain. Maritime school can’t truly prepare you for something like this, and it isn’t exactly something we normally have to worry about in the Great Lakes. During school and my required time on the water, I always had Dad or someone else to help guide me and make sure I wasn’t fucking things up. Having the degree, the captain’s license, and the required training doesn’t seem to mean much in a situation like this.

      I shouldn’t even be here.

      I’m basically an accountant, for fuck’s sake, a number cruncher who runs the office, not a true captain. If I had my way, I wouldn’t have even gone to maritime school. Getting licensed was just to appease Dad, to give him the peace of mind that one of his children would be able to take over the family business.

      If he hadn’t dropped dead last week, and if we wouldn’t go bankrupt without this haul because Dad managed to dig us into a financial hole, I would be sitting in my office, sipping a cappuccino and handling the books for the business, instead of being held captive by Captain Fucking Swashbuckler and wondering how I could have been stupid enough to let terrorists of the sea board Dad’s ship.

      Pirates.

      Fucking pirates.

      This man is no Blackbeard, Long John Silver, or Captain Jack Sparrow. There are no peg legs, eye patches, or parrots. And I sure as hell don’t have treasure chests overflowing with gold doubloons deep in the ship’s hull.

      All they’re getting are a bunch of pallets full of boxes of machine parts that need to get to Milwaukee.

      Why the hell would they want that?

      In certain markets, I guess they have their value, but pieces of metal are certainly not worth risking prison time to steal—or to take someone hostage, for that matter.

      We should have been safe out here.

      These are the Great Lakes, not the damn coast of Somalia.

      I had no reason to suspect anything nefarious. It’s not like they were flying the Jolly Roger when we saw them and they requested assistance. Smoke billowed from the engine; we had to stop. I couldn’t, in good conscience, float on by, waving wave and pretending I hadn’t seen them in distress. There isn’t any way any of us could have known it was a setup.

      Right?

      Maybe a more experienced captain would have sensed something off though. I put the entire crew at risk, not to mention my livelihood. All because of my damn bleeding heart.

      At least I realized something was amiss early enough to set off the beacon.

      Was there more I could have done?

      Standing here on the deck, with stiff plastic cutting into the skin on my wrists while I try to work my way out of the zip tie confinement, I guess it does me little good to wonder what I could have done differently. At this point, it’s moot.

      Get your head in the game, Grace.

      They’re going to take me. And once I’m off this ship and in their hands, who knows what they will do.

      Rape? Murder?

      It’s probably all on the table with these thugs.

      The beast of a man who held a gun to my head and tied me up looks especially menacing. If any of these guys will hurt me, it’s probably him.

      Then again, the guy who was just talking to Cap a minute ago appeared clean-cut, yet the way he carried himself seemed more like he was straight out of prison, and the other guy, the man with the reflective aviator shades, has that calm confidence people with no conscience and no soul exude. And not being able to see his eyes only makes him more ominous. So maybe he’s the real danger here.

      Who am I kidding?

      The real danger is the guy they call Cap.

      He had the nerve to hijack my ship, threaten me with a gun, and flirt with me at the same time.

      Asshole.

      I twist my wrists and shift my hands, trying to loosen the bindings.

      “Hey! Stop that! You’ll only hurt yourself more if you keep trying.” The big guy’s hands swat at my wrists, halting my lame attempt at escape.

      I would kick him in the nuts if I could get my foot that high.

      How is it even possible for a human being to be this large?

      I strain my neck to look up at him, and he scowls at me. “Keep your eyes forward, princess.”

      Darren elbows me in the ribs.

      “What?” I whisper, hoping to avoid detection by our babysitter, but the big guy whips his head around and glowers at us.

      “You two, shut the fuck up!”

      I toss Darren a warning look. The last thing I need is him setting off one of these guys and someone getting shot. Thus far, we’ve avoided bloodshed, and I’d like to keep it that way.

      Dad will haunt me for eternity if I let someone get hurt on his ship.

      Please forgive me, Daddy…

      Cap emerges from the hold, all swagger and hard, mean looks. He motions the big guy over to him at the rail. We get another cautionary look from the guy who looks like the Hulk before he moves over to join Cap.

      Darren doesn’t waste any time. “You can’t let them take you.”

      “It’s not like I can stop them.”

      Every self-defense class in the world tells you not to let a kidnapper move you. Fight tooth and nail, because your chances for survival go down dramatically if you are moved from the location of your abduction.

      But do I have a choice?

      They need to get away fast, that much is clear.

      Would they really hurt me? Kill me? Kill the crew?

      If I fight, would they let me go, think it wasn’t worth the hassle?

      I doubt it. I’m their insurance policy.

      “I have to, Darren. If I don’t go, who knows what they’ll do. I can’t risk them hurting you and the rest of the crew, and I don’t think they will hurt me if I play along. They say they will let me go if you do what they told you.”

      He scoffs and anger flashes in his eyes. “And you believe them?”

      Fair.

      Can you really trust the word of a pirate? Or the instincts of an accountant with zero experience dealing with criminals and almost zero captaining ships?

      Anything I do is probably the wrong choice.

      Let them take me—insane. Defy the people with the guns and power threatening to kill you and your crew—even more insane.

      “Just do what they ask. Get the Coast Guard off their backs if they come. We have insurance for the cargo; it’s not worth our lives.”

      Darren grumbles low and shakes his head. “Your life will be in their hands. That’s not okay.”

      A lot of it is basic macho male protective instinct, but I’ve never been one to need protecting. I can mostly take care of myself…when there aren’t burly pirates threatening me with guns.

      If that giant hadn’t snuck up on me from behind, I might have managed to get Mr. Tall, Dark, and Angry under control up there on the bridge.

      Yeah, right, Grace. You were practically peeing in your pants and almost blew chunks twice.

      “Grace, I won’t let them take you.” His words, said in anger or maybe frustration, or both, aren’t even close to whispered.

      The Hulk whips around and bares his teeth. In five colossal steps, he’s in front of Darren, his enormous barrel chest at Darren’s face level. “I told you to shut the fuck up.”

      My chief mate, the man whose job it is to watch my back, sucks in a deep breath and squares his shoulders. “You’re not fucking taking her.”

      The swing comes so fast, Darren doesn’t stand a chance. The Hulk’s colossal fist collides with his jaw. Darren rocks back but somehow manages to remain on his feet. He shakes his head to try to clear it, and the Hulk pulls his arm back again.

      “Stop!” Cap grabs the Hulk’s arm, preventing him from striking Darren again.

      Thank God.

      Another hit like that might have killed him.

      The Hulk turns and leers at Cap, but the man just glares right back. Some unspoken order passes between them, and the Hulk drops his arm and stalks away from us and toward the starboard side of the ship where one of their boats is waiting.

      A brief flash of relief crosses Cap’s face, then he stomps over to the rail after him.

      Darren groans next to me.

      “Are you okay?”

      He nods slowly, clearly still rocked from the shot he just took. “Shh.”

      He’s right.

      The last thing we want to do is draw any more attention to ourselves or bring any further violence.

      I keep my eye on Cap, and he leans over the rail, his strong profile pinched in contemplation, looking down at something on the water. When he turns to face us, his eyes, grayer than the approaching storm clouds, meet mine, and the hint of compassion and amusement I saw there earlier has completely vanished.

      All that’s left is stone-cold fury.

      Shit. I may have misjudged him.

      He’s definitely the one to worry about on this team of thugs.

      He points to Darren. “Take him and put him with the rest of the crew. I’ll take care of her.”

      Take care of me? What the hell is that supposed to mean? Where the fuck are this psycho and his giant taking me?

      He advances toward me, eating up the distance between us on the deck in quick, purposeful strides. I take an instinctive step back, but he continues forward and moves behind me. His hand wraps around my forearm, and he pushes me forward across the deck toward where he just stood at the rail.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I pull against his hold, trying to break free, but his hand coiled around my arm like a vice doesn’t budge.

      I don’t know why I bother to ask. He’s made his intentions clear. He will use me as a bargaining chip, and that means taking me.

      I’m an idiot.

      Dad would kill me if he knew I was letting myself be taken hostage. He ultimately had no intention of letting me run this ship when he retired. He thought Leo would come around once he finished his time in the Army and want in on the family business. Maybe there was a good reason for Dad to doubt my ability given how my first time captaining alone has gone.

      But what was I supposed to do?

      Mom is useless when it comes to anything besides being a homemaker, and Leo’s deployment won’t be over for another six months. Dad never expected to need a successor so early. He never planned for anything catastrophic.

      His death left us dangling on a precipice. It was either I take over and complete his contracts, or lose everything—the ship, our house, our livelihood. I couldn’t just sit at home in Traverse City and pretend it wasn’t happening. I had to complete the shipment.

      I didn’t have a choice then. And I don’t have a choice now. As captain, it’s my job to protect the crew. That means going with these guys.

      It’s only for forty-eight hours. I can survive forty-eight hours.

      We stop at the rail, and I lean forward, looking down toward the churning lake.

      A sleek speedboat to jet us out of here quickly or a large vessel stocked with the cargo they just stole doesn’t sit in the water.

      The fifty-four-foot Cruiser Yacht rolling majestically in the waves takes my breath away.

      Holy shit!

      That’s a two-million-dollar boat.

      How did guys like this get a yacht like that?

      Stole it, no doubt.

      Rushed footsteps approach from behind. I turn slightly and see the Hulk charging across the deck. He climbs over the rail, descends rapidly on the ladder, and leaps onto the deck of the yacht.

      Surprisingly agile for his size.

      Cap hasn’t said a word to me since he announced his intent to take me. His silence could mean any number of things—none of them good.

      A shudder rolls through my body.

      This is bad. Really bad.

      He grips my wrists and instinctively, I pull away. He yanks me back until my body presses against his, my hands in a very precarious position.

      When I first saw him climb aboard—before the guns came out and I realized we were in trouble—I had imagined getting my hands on his junk, but not quite like this.

      “Hold still.” His breath flutters along my neck, and I shiver despite the warm, humid air brought in by the impending storm.

      Something slides between my palms, and the bindings around my wrists pop free. I glance over my shoulder and see him returning a switchblade to his pocket.

      Guns and blades—this is looking better and better for me.

      I shake my arms out and rub at the stinging skin on my wrists.

      His eyes meet mine, and a flicker of something resembling warmth, or maybe even sympathy, appears before he drops his guard back in place.

      “Go.” He points to the ladder.

      I shouldn’t do this.

      I shouldn’t go without putting up more of a fight.

      That’s what a smart woman would do.

      But I can’t physically compete with these guys. I’ll have to appeal to something else.

      I pause at the rail and turn back to my soon-to-be captor. “If you let me go, I’ll tell the Coast Guard it was all a misunderstanding. I’ll give you whatever is in the safe.”

      It’s not much, but it may appease him.

      His hand tightens around my upper arm. “You are going to call the Coast Guard and tell them the beacon was activated in error and everything is fine. If you try to alert them in any way, you and your entire crew will end up at the bottom of the lake. Once they are satisfied help isn’t needed, you’ll climb down this ladder and get on that damn boat.”

      Bile rises up my throat, and goose bumps break out across my skin with his threat.

      I don’t have a choice.

      He pulls out a radio, adjusts the channel, and holds it out to me.

      I take it and glance at the screen. Channel 16. He really is making me call off the Coast Guard. My eyes drift over the gun at Cap’s waist, over the guns visible on the two men herding the crew together…

      Just do it, Grace. It’s your only option.

      I press the call button. “Coast Guard, come in.”

      “Coast Guard Sector Lake Michigan, copy.”

      “Uh, this is Grace Albright, Captain of the Neptune’s Daughter. I activated the EPIRB, but there is no emergency. All is fine.”

      “Yes, ma’am. We received the EPIRB signal and already have vessels heading your way. Please confirm there is no active emergency and you are not in need of any assistance.”

      I suck in a deep breath and stare at the radio. This is my only chance to change my mind, to not go along with this crazy plan. But I can’t risk my crew.

      “That’s correct. There is no emergency, and we are not in need of assistance. Please cancel any response.”

      With this storm system coming in, the Coast Guard will welcome the end of the call. They’ll have other things to deal with.

      “Affirmative. Glad everything is all right, ma’am. Let us know if you have any trouble.”

      With the call completed, there’s nothing else I can do to delay the inevitable. Not if I want to ensure the safety of my crew. I hand the radio back to Cap and turn to the rail.

      His hand meets my lower back. “Go.”

      I follow his order and swing over the rail, climbing slowly down the ladder toward the yacht and the churning water of Lake Michigan.

      Strong hands grab my waist and yank me from the ladder. My feet land on the polished wood deck. I twist around and glare at the big guy. “I could have gotten down myself.”

      The last thing I want is to encourage any of these assholes to touch me.

      He growls low and flexes the humongous mitts he calls hands. “Not fast enough.”

      Cap follows down the ladder, drops onto the deck, and motions for the Hulk to head to the controls before turning to me. “Down.”

      He points to the door to the cabin and, after taking one last longing look at Neptune’s Daughter, I climb below with my captor close at my heels.

      Warm, rich colors and leather greet me below.

      This place is nicer than my apartment. Nothing like having a luxurious prison.

      And this place is a prison. There’s no doubt. One set of stairs leading to the deck. One way out. A way that will undoubtedly be guarded by these two. The small windows along the top of both walls won’t provide an escape route either. Even if I were half my size, I couldn’t fit through one, and the only thing out there is endless water for miles. There’s nowhere to go.

      He motions for me to take a seat on one of the leather couches running along the walls and strides to the kitchen. A cabinet door opens, and he yanks out a bottle of Maker’s Mark. Two glasses join it on the counter.

      What the hell?

      I sure hope he doesn’t intend to bring a drink up to his buddy driving the damn boat. That’s all I need, a drunk driver taking me to my doom.

      The engine rumbles to life, and I fly sideways as we shoot away from the Neptune’s Daughter. I brace myself on the couch, and Cap grabs the side of the counter in the kitchen to steady himself.

      He pours two fingers in each glass and returns to stand in front of me. His dark eyes meet mine. “I think we both need one of these.”

      I stare at the dark amber liquid. “I somehow doubt taking booze from one’s kidnapper is a good idea.”

      An ironic laugh fills the cabin, and he shakes the glass at me.

      You don’t need to drink it. Just take it to appease him.

      I accept the glass with a shaky hand, and he drops down onto the couch across from me.

      He leans forward, running his free hand back through his hair. “Probably not, but who the fuck knows? It’s not like I’ve done this before.”

      “Done what?”

      His gaze meets mine. “Taken a hostage on a job. I don’t take hostages. Hostages are more trouble than they’re worth.”

      Is that supposed to scare me or relax me?

      On one hand, someone who doesn’t normally take hostages is probably not as scary as I initially thought. It means there’s hope they won’t hurt me, or worse, and I’ll actually be released, maybe even sooner than anticipated. On the other, someone who doesn’t normally take hostages may be more likely to make mistakes—and mistakes can be deadly.

      More trouble than they’re worth…

      That means I need to stay worth something to them. As soon as I’m not, they can—and will—get rid of me, and maybe not in the way they’ve promised.

      Rather than voice my concern over his hostage-taking virginity, I fuck common sense and take a sip of the proffered drink. The warm burn of whiskey is welcome. Dad always had a glass of the good stuff in his hand in the evening, and while I’m not really a drinker, I always took a sip of his before I headed to my place for the night.

      Maybe thinking about Dad is a bad idea. The telltale burn of building tears begins, and I wipe at my eyes quickly to eliminate the evidence.

      Don’t show any fear.

      He focuses his hard gaze on me. “We won’t hurt you if you cooperate.”

      Guess I failed at that.

      “I promise, we will let you go as soon as we know we’re safe and we’ve delivered the cargo.”

      The sincerity in his voice almost dispels my fears. I almost want to believe him, but then I remember the flashes of ice in his stare when he was angry earlier, and the stone-cold terror his crew elicited with just their presences.

      This man is a wicked combination, and I can’t afford to let my guard down.

      He drains his glass and drops it on the side table before standing and disappearing above deck without a glance back in my direction.

      Leaving me alone here seems like an amateur move and a potentially deadly mistake for him. There are, no doubt, a dozen different weapons down here. The kitchen knives alone could do some serious damage.

      Either he trusts me, or he’s showing his virginity in hostage-taking again.
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      We cruise at breakneck speeds for what feels like hours without Cap returning.

      A thorough search of the main cabin proved fruitless. No means of escape. The only door, which must lead to the bedroom, is locked, and even if it weren’t, that’s the last place I want to be.

      I’ve eyed the knives in the kitchen area several times, but what would I do with one? These guys are huge, and even if I managed to take down one of them, there’s another, and they’re both armed.

      And even if, by some act of God, I managed to get away, that only puts the crew at risk.

      The other two goons who left on the other boat could turn around and go right back to the Neptune’s Daughter and slaughter everyone. My best bet is to play along until we get to land. Somewhere I might have a real chance of getting away and finding help.

      We’re going south based on the direction we headed away from the Neptune’s Daughter, but on the open water, there isn’t much to help you gauge location without your instruments, the sun, and the stars. Down here, I can’t see much from the tiny port windows, and dark storm clouds have blocked out most of the sky.

      When this storm hits, things will get a lot worse.

      The boat slows and comes to a stop.

      Goose bumps spread across my flesh.

      Waiting is the worst, especially when you have no idea what you’re waiting for.

      The familiar sound of the anchor being lowered into the water clanks along the hull.

      I peer out the small window, but the only thing visible is open water. The same is true through the window on the other side of the boat.

      That doesn’t make sense.

      Shouldn’t we be trying to get somewhere with some cover before the storm?

      An argument between Cap and the Hulk floats in through the open port window. I climb onto my knees and lean toward the opening, desperate to gather any information.

      “What the fuck are we going to do? We’re fucking dead if we don’t get the shipment to Il Padrone by tomorrow.” The Hulk’s booming voice carries on the wind.

      I cringe at the hostility and panic there. That can’t be good. They’re working for someone. Someone who sounds really fucking dangerous.

      Who the hell is Il Padrone? What does he want with damn machine parts?

      “You think I don’t know that? I know exactly the predicament we are in.” Cap’s voice is calmer but still holds the same edge of concern as his friend’s.

      “We’re going to have company in less than five minutes. What the hell do we do?”

      Company? The Coast Guard?

      Hope blossoms in my chest. Maybe there’s a chance of getting out of this alive and unscathed.

      At least for me.

      Something about the panic in their voices tells me they’re serious about their lives being in danger because of this. More so than just prison for piracy.

      “I have an idea…” Cap’s voice lowers until I can’t hear him anymore.

      Boots thunder across the deck above me, and I struggle to return to my innocent-looking sitting position before Cap appears at the stairs to the cabin.

      He descends quickly, and his eyes find mine. “The Coast Guard is almost here. We need to get rid of them.”

      This is my chance.

      His hands move to the hem of his T-shirt, and he yanks it over his head and tosses it on the floor. He pops open the button of his jeans, and he lowers the zipper as he approaches me.

      “Whoa!” I scramble back against the corner of the couch. “What the hell are you doing? You said you wouldn’t hurt me.”

      He halts his advance, and his eyes widen slightly. He holds his hands out in apology, or is it surrender? “Shit, no, that’s not what…shit. I need your help.”

      “Why the fuck should I help you?”

      “If they come down here and think we’re fooling around, they won’t suspect anything. If you alert them of what’s happening, things could end very badly.”

      He doesn’t answer my question or add “for you and your crew.” Maybe he isn’t referring to me at all, but the threat that seems to exist against him and his men, but, either way, I’m not helping him.

      Alerting the Coast Guard the moment they set foot on this boat is the obvious move…

      But the man standing in front of me said they would harm the crew if I don’t play along and make sure they all get to safety. Even if I were rescued now, there are still at least two more men who were on board with the pirates who left in another boat with the cargo

      My stomach clenches.

      There’s obviously some threat to these guys, someone with more power who’s pulling the strings. That might mean they don’t want to be doing this.

      I have to believe they aren’t really a threat to me as long as I play along. I’ll be safe and so will the crew as long as they get away with what they need and get it delivered.

      But this man is definitely a threat to me in a whole other way. The sharp lines of his chest, abs, and those damn V things on his hips that drive women mindless are making it impossible for me to keep my head on straight. All the ink covering his body muddles together, and I can’t focus on a single area.

      I should be paying better attention. Memorizing his tattoos so I can go to the police with a good description, but my brain won’t let me focus. All I can see is the crew flying overboard into the lake…

      If I help him, if I cooperate, they won’t hurt me. They won’t hurt the crew. He said they wouldn’t as long as we play their game.

      They will let me go eventually.

      Who the hell knows why I’m so sure of that, but I am. Maybe it’s that damn naïvety again.

      I stand and step up to him. Warmth radiates from his hard body mere inches from mine. “Fine, I’ll help you to protect myself and the crew, but don’t try anything. And you better release me the fucking second we are free of the Coast Guard.”

      A look of relief overtakes his face. “I promise, as soon as we are safe, I’ll even drop you off wherever you want to go.”

      Maybe this won’t even last the forty-eight hours. Maybe, by helping, I can end this even sooner.

      He turns and heads toward the bedroom in the back of the cabin. He pulls a key from his back pocket and unlocks the door. It opens into an elegant bedroom.

      He kicks off his boots, climbs onto the bed, drops his head on the pillows, and watches me expectantly. “I promise I won’t do anything.”

      Damn right you won’t.

      This man may be insanely sexy, but he’s also the enemy.

      Danger, Grace. Danger.

      I remove my shoes and toss them onto a pile with his. I survey him, and my stomach rolls slightly. With his hands tucked behind his head like that, his biceps bulge in a disgustingly hot way.

      Cool your jets, girl. This is not a seduction. He kidnapped you.

      Regardless of how I got here, the reality is, there’s no way the Coast Guard will buy we’re fooling around if I’m fully clothed.

      My hands shake trying to pull off my shirt. Tears pool in my eyes. My chest tightens.

      I can’t believe I’m doing this…but my life, the crew’s lives…that’s all that matters.

      He jerks up, bracing himself on his elbows. “What the hell are you doing?” The panic in his voice helps allay some of my fears.

      He wasn’t expecting me to undress.

      “You really think they’ll believe us if I’m not at least partially naked?” I kneel on the bed, and he watches me with hooded eyes as I work my way over him until I’m straddling his hips.

      He drops back onto the pillow, and his eyes search mine. He slowly moves his hands up to my hips, almost as if he is asking for permission.

      An engine roars at the side of the boat, and a speaker crackles. “This is the Coast Guard. Prepare to be boarded.”

      The pounding of footsteps on the deck sounds above us. My heartrate spikes, and muffled voices grow louder.

      They’ll be here any minute.

      I drop down onto my elbows, bracing myself over him, my hair falling in red curtains around his face. His breathing shallows, and the sweet smell of bourbon surrounds me, mingling with the familiar earthy scent of the lake that clings to him the way it does everyone who spends so much time on the water.

      Under any other circumstances, I would be devouring him without a thought of the consequences. Mother’s warnings be damned.

      But now, my heart races for another reason altogether.

      This man holds my life, and those of my crew, in his hands.

      Someone clears their throat near the open bedroom door, and I jerk up, turn my head toward the sound, and cover my chest.

      A contrite-looking Coast Guard officer averts his eyes. “I’m sorry, ma’am, sir, can you please step out here so we can talk?”

      I wait for Cap to respond, but he appears momentarily struck mute. I nod. “Yes, of course.”

      The officer closes the door slightly to give us some privacy, and I quickly slide off him and then the bed and pull my shirt on. He climbs off after me, zipping and re-buttoning his jeans.

      Should I be relieved or insulted he wasn’t hard?

      Neither, you should be worried about how fucking insane you are for even asking that question.
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      I’m a sick fuck.

      The only thing that kept me from getting hard while she straddled me was the fear and adrenaline racing through my system. Being attracted to one’s captive is probably not a great sign for success or sanity. And taking a hostage at all has always been at the top of the Do Not Do list.

      Hostages equal unwanted complications. I just never expected this to be one of them.

      I follow her from the bedroom while re-buttoning my jeans.

      God, let us get through this without tipping them off.

      Our lives literally depend on it.

      The Marconis will come for us unless we can get the shipment to them tonight, like we originally planned. Even asking for a day’s extension is gambling with our lives, but we don’t really have a choice. We can’t go tonight. Not with the delays, the storm, and only part of the shipment.

      The forty-eight hours I gave the crew as a timeline for Grace’s return gives us enough time to ride out the storm, come up with a game plan to handle the half-shipment situation, get what we do have to them in Chicago, and get back to the warehouse safely before any law enforcement ever gets alerted.

      Hopefully.

      Two Coast Guard officers meet us in the main cabin, and we follow them up to the deck. The sky has darkened from gray to almost black, and the temperature has dropped significantly since I came down below. The wind whips around us, bringing the smell of rain.

      A storm is definitely coming. Spring in the Midwest often means magnificent storms that can pop up at any time and systems that can linger for days. This one would have served as the perfect cover for escaping from the Neptune’s Daughter without anyone else being on the water. If Grace hadn’t set off the emergency beacon, we would be almost home free by now and safe before it hit.

      “My name is Officer Mark Walters. Your friend here tells me you’re just out on a pleasure cruise today? Is that correct?”

      I glance at Rion, who has changed into board shorts and a T-shirt. “Yeah, that’s right.”

      The officer eyes me suspiciously. “And is this your boat?”

      “Yes.”

      “Can I see the registration for the vessel and some ID from everyone, please?” His eyes roam over me and Grace, whose gaze darts over to mine long enough to see the panic and turmoil there.

      All it would take is one word from her and we’re toast.

      I flash her a hard look and squeeze her hand in warning before I walk over to the control panel and grab my wallet and the boat registration from the compartment near the captain’s seat. I hand my driver’s license and the registration to the officer and hold my breath.

      Rion goes to a duffel bag on the deck and grabs his ID, then hands it over.

      Grace looks toward me anxiously before plastering a fake smile on her face. “Um, officer, I don’t have my ID with me. I forgot my purse at the house when we left.”

      I shove my shaking, sweaty hands into my pockets. If he sees how fucking nervous I am, we are screwed.

      He gives her an annoyed look and grabs a pad and paper from his pocket. “Give me your name and date of birth, please.”

      She doesn’t miss a beat. “Kimberly Tyler, July 22, 1989.”

      Whose information did she just give him?

      For all I know, she’s made something up, which is certain to alert their suspicions.

      The other officer wanders toward the back of his boat and uses his radio to relay her information to someone at dispatch. Officer Walters hands Rion’s ID to his partner to call it in, then returns to me.

      He pauses and looks at me, narrowing his eyes. “Warwick Pike? You aren’t Martin’s son, are you?”

      Are you kidding me? What are the fucking chances the Coast Guard officer knew Dad?

      “Uh, yeah, I am.”

      He smiles and hands back my ID. His partner returns with Rion’s and hands it to him.

      “I haven’t seen you since you were knee-high and going out with your dad. You probably don’t remember me…I was sorry to hear about his passing.”

      I don’t remember him. There were a lot of different Coast Guard officers on board with us over the years, but I return his smile and nod. “Thanks.”

      The less I say, the better. It’s already awkward enough. No doubt Officer Walters knows the details of Dad’s passing, just like everyone else seems to.

      “Are you running the business?” He closes his notebook and slides it back into his pocket, apparently now more concerned about catching up than whatever investigation had prompted this stop.

      Maybe this isn’t an inconvenience after all, but a saving grace.

      “Yep, sure am.”

      Sort of. While still technically owner and operator of Pike Fish, I’ve turned over the day-to-day operations to others. Needing to be on call for the Marconis makes it difficult to run a business successfully. I’d rather leave it in more capable hands than my own.

      He grins at me, crossing his arms over his chest and rocking back slightly on his heels. “That’s great. There are so few family-owned fishing businesses left in the area, would have hated to lose it.”

      “Thanks, sir. Can I ask why you stopped us today? Is there a problem?”

      He waves his hand. “Oh, no, no problem. A cargo ship north of here turned on their emergency beacon, but then the captain radioed and indicated everything was fine. We were already on our way out there and saw your vessel. I wanted to stop to warn you of the incoming storm in case you didn’t have your weather radio on. It looks to be a big, nasty one. They’re saying the system may continue for several days, too. You folks ought to pull anchor and get to dry land ASAP.”

      A five-thousand-pound weight lifts from my chest.

      We’re in the clear, at least with the Coast Guard. Il Padrone, now he is another story. I don’t know what the hell we will do about him, but one dilemma at a time.

      “Thanks for the warning, Officer, I appreciate it. We will head in.”

      After a quick handshake, the Coast Guard retreats, and Rion returns to the controls with an icy glare in my direction on his way.

      Grace’s eyes never leave me.

      Fuck.

      That was too close. I grab her arm and usher her back toward the cabin. She climbs down in front of me, and as soon as I’m down, I move behind the counter.

      More whiskey is needed.

      Definitely.

      She probably needs another one, too. I pour us each another glass and hold one out over the bar for her.

      I expect a little hesitancy, but she accepts the glass from me before plopping right back on the couch, never taking her eyes off me.

      She’s contemplating something. I can practically see the gears turning in her beautiful head.

      This can’t be good for me.

      The woman is smart.

      And smart is bad in this situation.

      A dumb hostage is more likely to go along with orders. Someone like Grace…she will make things very difficult.

      She didn’t rat us out to the Coast Guard, though. That’s something.

      That run-in with them frayed my last nerve. I shouldn’t be drinking. I need to keep a clear head, or as clear as is possible with Grace in my orbit and an axe hovering over my head from Il Padrone, but my hands won’t stop shaking.

      Booze, it is.

      I toss it back, savoring the burn in my throat and warmth in my stomach.

      A mild calm starts to settle over me when we finally start moving. We’ll be safely at the warehouse soon. Then we can deal with the Marconi problem, and I can get rid of the ginger one sitting on the couch watching me.

      She takes a sip of her drink, and I almost miss the tiny corner of her mouth quirking up behind the glass.

      Shit.

      Dread slithers up my spine.

      I don’t like that little tilt of the lips.

      Not one bit.

      She lowers her glass, licks her lips, and grins. “So, should I call you Warwick or Mr. Pike?”

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

      Forget simply being able to identify us—that’s always been a huge risk given our tattoos and appearances—this woman knows my fucking name. And that I own a commercial fishing company.

      It will take two fucking seconds before the police are cuffing me if she rats us out when we release her.

      We are well and truly fucked.

      If we survive only being able to deliver half the shipment to Il Padrone, and late for that matter, this woman is a guillotine waiting to fall on my neck.

      I pour another shot and toss it back before I lock eyes with her. “You won’t call me anything.”

      The smile disappears from her lips, and her eyes widen slightly.

      Fear.

      Good.

      She should be afraid. I can’t let any physical attraction toward her or guilt over taking her hostage interfere with my show of authority. She can never doubt I’m in control and that I can end her life if I need to.

      I may not want to, but I can…

      Theoretically.

      “Whose information did you give the Coast Guard?”

      She swallows, and a shaky hand pushes her red locks back from her face. “Um, my best friend from high school. She doesn’t have a record or anything, so nothing will come up.”

      Good. Smart.

      “Is anyone expecting to hear from you?”

      She shakes her head. “No. Well, at least not for a couple days. My mom will probably wonder if I don’t call her from Milwaukee at some point. We were supposed to dock late tomorrow and unload the following day.”

      “Your mom? That’s it? No boyfriend you should be getting home to?”

      I don’t miss her slight recoil at the question.

      Sensitive subject?

      “Nope. Just me.”

      “And how did you end up on a freighter in the middle of Lake Michigan, Grace? You don’t strike me as a full-time captain.”

      About as far from it as I’ve ever seen.

      “I’m not. I’m basically an accountant.”

      I bark out a laugh and shake my head.

      Her face scrunches up. “What’s so funny?”

      “That explains a lot.”

      She clenches her jaw. “I am a captain…technically. I got my captain’s license and bachelor’s from Great Lakes Maritime, along with a minor in accounting. I just…” she holds her hands up, “haven’t ever done this alone before. I spend most of my time at the office, running the business side of things, while my father captained the ship.”

      It’s impressive she had the balls to pull a gun on me like that let alone captain a ship alone for the first time and earn the respect of the crew she clearly had.

      “How did you end up onboard?”

      Her eyes shimmer with unshed tears, and she swipes her fingers under them. “My dad had a heart attack and died recently. This haul was already scheduled, and…” she trails off and glances toward the window behind me. “We are almost bankrupt. We needed the money.”

      My chest tightens. I know that situation all too well.

      Thunder rolls somewhere in the distance. I wander over to the closest port window and glance out.

      “That squall line is coming fast. We really need to get to cover.”

      Rion is already pushing the Calista, but he’s
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