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Gemma Harrington leads a wild, unconventional life among con men and smugglers. She can ride and shoot as well as any man, but she wants to escape the world she’s caught in for something better. Then a mysterious gentleman shows up with a daring proposal. If Gemma helps him infiltrate a smuggling ring, he’ll take her anywhere his ship can sail. Captivated, she agrees to his dangerous plan.


With slightly shady ancestors and a far away upbringing, Logan Hartley isn’t the typical hero, and that makes him an excellent spy. Logan had to fight for everything he ever wanted: his own ship, his place in the Zodiac, and the approval of his peers. Now he wants Gemma—but he has to stay alive long enough to win her.


As Gemma and Logan follow the trail of a strange criminal, they become targets in a much deadlier game when they uncover a secret that governments would kill for. To expose the truth, they will defy convention and break the rules. And they have to act fast, because their enemies are much closer than they imagine…
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Chapter 1

Scotland, Autumn 1807

Twilight. In the gloaming, the smell of the sea filled the air, though the water was hidden by hills surrounding the narrow glen. A shape burst forth from a dark grove of trees on the near side of the valley. A woman sat astride a tall roan, riding at a breakneck pace, like she was being chased by the devil himself. The woman’s face was flushed with exertion, but she didn’t have the look of the hunted about her. Amber hair streamed behind her like ribbons of fire, defying the falling darkness. Her creamy skin was highlighted by rosy cheeks, and a wide smile graced her face.

Gemma laughed in delight, catching her breath after the wild ride, her locks streaming down her shoulders in complete disarray. Hector was panting yet still in fine form. The tall roan was far smarter than the average horse—at least she thought so—and he often matched her mood without any need for her to give commands.

She’d been restless all day, pacing her room, wondering what had put this mood on her. With her uncle away as usual, she was almost alone in the great ruin known as Caithny castle. As a young girl, she had pretended she was a princess, lost in an enchantment, only waiting for a handsome prince to ride up and free her. As she grew older, however, she learned a bit more of the world, and that dream faded. She was now twenty years old, without a suitor or an expectation of one, and only Uncle Conall and Aunt Maura to call family.

Desperate to escape the walls of her home, Gemma had saddled up Hector and ridden into the forest. She’d left shortly after lunch, and only as nighttime approached did she turn back to the house. She didn’t want to return. The crisp fall air and the dying light seemed to whisper a thousand possibilities to her. She could ride out into the night and never come back. She could ride to the seashore and hail a passing ship to take her all the way into the sunset. She might even meet her prince!

Gemma shoved such thoughts aside as she gathered her strength for a last canter through the valley before she reached the gates of Caithny. Tossing her hair free, she nudged Hector to a wild gallop, trusting the horse to carry her safely. She rode nearly fast enough to escape her life, but not quite. She led Hector to jump the last barrier, a huge fallen tree. It was like flying.

She reined the lathered horse in after the jump, letting the beast regain his breath. She glanced up at the western slope, where the sunset lingered, turning the ridge line of the forest into a screen of stark black silhouettes, without depth. She narrowed her eyes, catching a glimpse of a different shape. A man-shaped shadow on a black horse. The trees were only half bare, and the shape was not distinct. Gemma looked longer, but couldn’t tell in the fading light if the form was real. Her uncle didn’t like strangers on the property. She was aware of the weight of the pistol she always carried. Should she go and investigate the shape?

Hector’s tired snort reminded her that the horse was not ready for another race. She shrugged, looking away from the shape. No doubt it was just the twilight playing tricks on her. She nudged Hector once, and they turned toward home.

When she reached the courtyard of the crumbling pile known as Caithny castle, Gemma earned a mild look of disapproval from Fergus, the stable “boy”—he was well over fifty.

“I thought we agreed Hector could use a day of rest,” the man said, looking critically at the beautiful roan.

She offered an apologetic shrug. “I had to go out, Fergus. I was feeling cooped up.” She was always feeling cooped up lately. Restless and itchy for something new.

“You’ll take the beast too far one day, Gemma girl, and then it’ll be too late.”

“Hector hasn’t begun to hit his limit,” Gemma said, stroking the horse’s neck. “Don’t worry! No wild rides tomorrow. Just a mild one. I promised Cook I’d search out more mushrooms for dinner.”

Fergus watched her. “In truth, I’d never have the heart to keep you from a ride. But you go in now. Your aunt’s been asking after you.”

“Asking where I am, you mean!” Gemma called back as she advanced toward the main part of the building.

The bulk of Caithny castle was impressive, even when one got closer and saw how little of it was really habitable. Massive stone towers at the corners of the place stood empty, and the tops of the walls were ragged after the mortar crumbled, allowing stones to fall. Gemma scarcely thought about whether it was odd, though. Since she was quite young, Caithny was the only home she knew.

She passed in through the heavy wooden door at one end of the courtyard, stepping into the front room her uncle insisted on calling a foyer. It was a lofty space due to the staircase that climbed around the edges, up three flights, around and around and around. She ought to go straight up those stairs to her room and change into cleaner clothes. Aunt Maura would expect her to do so. But the older woman also expected Gemma to appear without delay. Knowing that she would disappoint her aunt no matter what, Gemma walked straight ahead and down a dark hall that led to the library.

“Aunt Maura?” she asked as she opened the door. It was warm in the library, thanks to a small fire burning in the hearth. A woman sat nearby, her face shielded from direct heat by a fireplace screen.

“Come in, Gemma girl,” her aunt said. The voice was cultured, thin, and little disapproving, much like Aunt Maura herself. She was full Scot, but for part of her life she lived in England, and her accent had softened considerably. It had a pleasant, gentle lilt even when she reprimanded Gemma, as she had to do all too often. “Have you been outside all day long?”

“I was riding,” Gemma said, approaching the fire.

“Yes, that is plain enough. Your hair is a bird’s nest of tangles, your skin so flushed and freckled…and your dress! It’s more tears than fabric now. My word, girl, have you no concern for your appearance?”

“No one is around to see me,” Gemma objected. That made her think of the shape in the woods. Was someone watching her? Should she be embarrassed by how wild she looked? Then she threw her shoulders back defiantly. If someone was watching her, then she was not to blame if her looks disappointed them. After all, she thought she was alone. Surely it was up to them to announce their presence. In fact, it was almost like spying….

“Well, you’d best clean up,” Maura said. “You may be a wild creature all day, but you have a few hours until supper, and you will comport yourself properly while you dine at my table.”

“It’s not your table. It belongs to Uncle Conall.” As soon as the words were out, Gemma wished she’d bitten her tongue.

Maura’s face blanched, and she looked away. To a woman as proud as Miss Maura Caithny, the reminder that she was dependent on her brother’s charity was especially cruel.

“I’m sorry!” Gemma said. “I didn’t mean it like that. I only meant is he joining us tonight? Uncle Conall, that is?”

“He is attending to his business, I believe.” Aunt Maura didn’t like Conall’s business—smuggling—which added insult to injury. “But you will join me at the table at half past.”

Gemma turned and left. She should not have snapped at her aunt, who was endlessly kind, though strict and very proper. If only Gemma wasn’t so out of sorts. She resolved to be a perfect lady at dinner. That would cheer her aunt up.

Before she could change, though, she was halted by a voice in the foyer. “Gemma girl!”

Uncle Conall stood at the door, dressed for the outdoors in boots and tough trousers and a greatcoat that concealed the rest of his outfit. He was getting older, but he was still an imposing man, built by years of hard work. When he spoke, men listened.

“Are you coming or going?” Gemma asked.

“Bit of both,” he replied. Unlike Aunt Maura, his Scottish accent was undiluted. He’d lived his whole life in Caithny. “Busy times, and I’m needed down at the shore.” He looked her over appraisingly, his eyes taking in her less than clean outfit. “You’ve been out as well, I surmise.”

“I was riding.”

“Meet anyone?” he asked, his eyes narrowed.

“No. I was alone the whole time.”

“See you keep it that way.” He grunted. “You’re to stay in tonight, mind. We’re to have a guest.”

“Does that concern me?”

“Aye, he’s here to talk business. I anticipate a run soon, for which you will be needed.”

Gemma nodded. Over the past few years, she had begun to participate in what Conall termed the “family trade.” As his own eyes grew weaker, he relied more and more on Gemma’s sharp vision and keen senses to detect Customs agents, ships, and other threats that might ruin an evening’s work. Gemma found it exciting, even though she knew it was hardly acceptable for a lady. And that again reminded her of what she saw at the very end of her ride.

“Uncle,” she began. “Speaking of that, I may have seen someone during my ride after all.”

He was all attention. “Go on.”

“It was exactly at sunset, and the light was odd…but I was certain for a moment that I saw a man on horseback, watching me ride.”

“You were certain for a moment?”

She grimaced. “I would have had to ride back around for a better look. And since I was alone I didn’t think it would be wise.”

“You had your pistol about you, did you not?” From his tone, it wasn’t clear whether he thought she should have acted differently than she had.

“Oh, I always do,” Gemma said with an easy confidence. She was an excellent shot. “But Hector was tired too, and I wasn’t sure…”

Conall shrugged one shoulder. “It was probably nothing. And anyone fool enough to spy on my operations will soon regret it.” He paused, looking Gemma over again. “But you be careful, girl. Don’t let any stranger get close to you.”

She smiled, disregarding the warning as unnecessary. “Don’t worry. No man can hurt me.”


Chapter 2

In point of fact, there was a shape on the ridge line. The shape was that of a man named Logan Hartley. He was extremely interested in Caithny castle, as well as anyone who lived inside—which appeared to include a pretty, redheaded woman who rode like a demon.

He’d been using a spyglass to examine the outline of Caithny, but at the sound of hooves, he swung the glass around quickly to catch sight of the newcomer.

He focused just in time to see a roan horse gather itself and jump to clear a massive tree trunk lying across the path. It was a jump he’d hesitate to take himself.

Then he saw the rider.

It was a woman, though that word seemed a weak description for the vision that appeared in the spyglass. Exhilarated after the jump, she slowed the horse down reluctantly. For a moment, Logan thought she saw him. But then she glanced up toward Caithny castle, and turned her horse toward the grounds of the very estate he came to survey.

Logan leaned back, marveling. Who was that gorgeous creature? And what business did she have with Conall Caithny? Logan watched the place a little longer, slowly circling the grounds, committing the layout to heart, but his thoughts were hounded by the flame-haired rider.

Logan would have to plan his approach carefully. By all accounts, Conall Caithny was a ruthless, shrewd man who could sense a trick a mile off. But Logan smiled grimly as he considered his own reputation for ruthlessness. Caithny would hear him out, all right; he’d be too greedy not to. Then Logan would learn everything about the operation that was aiding the French war effort. And stop it.

Logan was a spy. He was a member of a group called the Zodiac, an organization so secret that it didn’t even surface in rumors, which was exactly the way the Zodiac liked it. Logan joined the group at the invitation of a man known as Aries, the first sign of the Zodiac. Aries ran the operations of the group and supervised the assignments carried out by the members, but the assignments came from even higher up. A mysterious person called the Astronomer truly ran the Zodiac. Logan didn’t know who that person was and he had no desire to.

He’d been given this assignment a few months ago, and he threw himself into it. Despite working for the Zodiac for nearly two years, he still felt like a student, a pretender. Logan wanted to carry this work out perfectly to get the appreciation of the Astronomer. Then he would be given other, more significant missions—the sort that only elite agents would be trusted with.

After seeing the beautiful rider enter Caithny castle, though, he had to admit that surprises could be pleasant too. He wouldn’t mind seeing the mysterious beauty again, while he was in the wilds of the north.

When the sunlight disappeared entirely, Logan guided his horse through the trees, careful to avoid making any more noise than necessary. The fading light was deceptive, making a rider think he saw much more than was truly there. Logan could not afford to make any mistakes.

His horse, more gentle than its rough appearance suggested, picked its way through the fallen leaves, past the trees and shrubs now colored with autumn glory—although the colors were hidden now, tinted only by the silvery moonlight.

He had to return to the inn where he was staying. Although he wanted to go back to the Mistral, his beloved ship, Logan couldn’t risk discovery by riding to where she was hidden. He’d simply have to trust his first mate to watch over the Mistral. Tobias would care for the ship just as well as Logan himself, for he’d helped Logan build her. He’d been at Logan’s side for years.

But at the moment, Logan was on his own. He rode back to the Rose and Crown, the inn in the little town by the shore. The village was also called Caithny, taking its name from the castle that protected it once upon a time, when invasions and local wars were still real threats. Now, the castle was little more than a remnant of the past. The town, on the other hand, bustled with life and was concerned only with the present and the future.

The Rose and Crown was on the main thoroughfare, and it was not too busy that evening. Jennie, the barmaid, looked up as the door opened. Reflexively, she smiled in her friendly way, but the smile shrank a little when she saw who it was. “Oh. Evening, Mr Lockridge.”

Logan offered her a thin answering smile. He knew exactly what the girl was thinking. He frightened her.

True, Logan was not a particularly intimidating man. He’d always thought his brown hair and brown eyes were plain, though he’d been told by dozens of women that his smile was charming—beginning with his nursemaid when he was very young, and progressing over the years to other women considerably less innocent in their admiration. He was on the tall side with a lean strength from years of constantly tugging at rigging and fighting winds that sometimes seemed intent on sweeping him into the ocean. They hadn’t won yet, and that was due to Logan’s natural gift for balance. He always knew where to step when on board a ship. Land, however, proved to be a bit of a challenge.

But it wasn’t his appearance that alarmed Jennie. It was his apparent profession—smuggler. Smugglers were known to be ruthless bastards, no matter what their outward behavior. And Lockridge was worse than most, according to the rumors.

As Lockridge, Logan was always polite and never raised his voice. He could tell that actually scared her more, but he didn’t have the time to charm Jennie.

“Something to eat, sir?” Jennie asked as he sat down at the table in the corner he’d already claimed.

“No. Just ale,” he replied. Jennie drew the ale and brought it to him. He looked up at her as she placed it on the table. “Any messages for me?”

She shook her head quickly, nervously. “Not today, sir.”

Jennie headed back to the bar. Logan leaned back, surveying the main room.

Moments later, Tobias walked in, taking a direct path for Logan’s table. “You beat me,” he said.

“How’s my beauty?” Logan asked, referring to his ship.

“Tucked away. She’s so well hidden I have trouble spotting her, and I know where she’s anchored. No one will find her. And even if they do, two men are aboard to watch things.”

Logan nodded. He had every faith in Toby’s assessment.

Toby got an ale from Jennie, and a much brighter smile too. Everyone liked Toby, with his light blue eyes and loud laugh. The older man appeared to be as harmless as Logan was dangerous. Not fair, Logan thought. If people knew what Toby was capable of….

Before he could think further on that, another man came into the tavern. He looked around for only a moment before he spotted Logan and Toby in the corner. He paused for a beat, then made his way directly across the room.

“You’re Lockridge?” the man asked.

Logan nodded. “You have something to tell me?”

“Aye. Caithny will see you. You must come to Caithny castle at eleven o’ clock this evening.”

“I must, eh?” Logan pulled an object out of his pocket. It looked rather like a brass pocket watch, but he didn’t open the lid. “Eleven?”

“Well, that’s the message I was given…sir.” The man looked a bit nervous, perhaps remembering that Lockridge was a name associated with some very nasty rumors.

Logan pretended to think about it for a moment, turning the brass ornament over in his hand. Then he said, “Tell him I’ll be there.”

The man nodded quickly. Just as he turned to leave, Logan said, “What’s your name?”

“Munro.”

“Thank you, Munro.”

“For what?”

“For delivering the message. I’ll remember your name.” Logan didn’t put the slightest inflection in his tone. It was impossible to tell if he was being sincere or sarcastic.

Munro certainly didn’t know how to take it, so he hovered indecisively for a moment, unsure if he should be pleased, offended, or scared. He settled on pleased and bobbed his head once. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” He left in a hurry.

“What was that about?” Toby asked. “Why should you remember his name?”

“Lord, I don’t know,” Logan said with a low laugh. “I just like to see how people react. Say something a bit off from the expected and suddenly, people have to think. They can’t fall back on convention because they don’t know what the convention would be. So they’re more revealing.”

“You were such a fine young boy. But you’ve become rather a sneaky bastard in the last few years,” Tobias noted.

“Have I? Must be the corrupting influence of the mother country.”

“I know damn well to what you owe the influence. Those new friends of yours, Lockridge.”

Toby knew that Logan was spy. He didn’t know much beyond that, because the Zodiac did not like people knowing about it at all.

But Logan was feeling a little nostalgic, so he let Toby’s remark pass. He looked at the object he was holding. After a moment, he pressed the button, opening the lid. “Fortune favors the bold,” he said softly.

“Missing your family?” Toby asked, aware of how Logan’s mood had shifted.

“I’ve been thinking about family lately. More than usual. I don’t know why.” He looked at his friend. “We haven’t been back to St George’s for nearly three years. Seems odd to think about it.” Logan paused.  “Do you miss home?”

Toby shook his head. “Home is the ship I’m on. No doubt we’ll see Bermuda again.”

“Spoken like a true sailor.” Logan stood up and stretched, sliding the brass item back into his pocket. “Well, I waited long enough for the message to arrive. Think I’ll take a walk. I need to waste a few hours before going back to the castle. See you in the morning.”

“You’re going to the meeting alone? I’ve been poking around, and I’ve heard of Caithny. If he catches any hint that you’re not what you seem…”

“But I am what I seem,” Logan reminded him. “A smuggler, from a long line of smugglers. I speak Caithny’s language. He’ll listen to me.”

Toby frowned. “I don’t like it.”

“You can leave if you like.”

“You know I’d never do that,” Toby said. “But I’ll leave you to your walk. Plenty of ale to keep me busy.”

Logan left enough coin to cover his drink and whatever Toby would manage to put away. Leaving the smoky air of the tavern and breathing in the cool night helped his mood instantly. He’d been nervous about getting a meeting with Caithny, though he was good at hiding it. As Tobias said, Logan had become a sneaky bastard.

He didn’t set out to become a spy. When Logan sailed to England on his own ship, he intended to see the country his ancestors came from, build his business, and perhaps earn a bit of respect. Almost through chance, he became a petty officer in the Royal Navy a few months after arriving in England. Though firmly of the merchant class, his family could afford the commission. And it was said that some Bermudans were more British than the British themselves. Logan’s family was proud of their heritage. Of course a few generations ago, his family was dodging custom officers and naval raids. Smugglers were so misunderstood.

But now, his family was—almost—completely respectable.

However, even after Logan joined the Royal Navy as an ensign with the goal of living a perfectly law-abiding life, fate took a hand. He was more intelligent than most men—even most officers—and he was soon sent on missions requiring stealth and a sharp eye. On the continent, Bonaparte was causing all manner of worries for Britain, so Logan considered it his duty to get in the man’s way. After one such mission while he served on a ship called the Providence, he met a gentleman who was rather more than he seemed. Logan must have made a good impression, because shortly after that, he was given an offer. If he was interested, he could join an organization called the Zodiac, a secretive group of elite agents who protected Britain against its worst enemies. Of course Logan was interested. He agreed instantly, and began his training within weeks.

Two years later, he had become an agent with a sign of his own: Aquarius. He carried out several assignments usually involving some element of smuggling, a key part of the war.

His current assignment was to identify the missing links in a supply chain that went all the way up to Napoleon’s high command. He was uniquely suited for the task, being a bit of an outsider, and a bit unpredictable. The fact that he had his own ship and crew made him even more desirable.

The Zodiac dreamed up Logan’s alter ego of Lockridge. Once the story was created, other agents carefully fleshed out Lockridge’s imaginary history. They slipped the name into gossip, into government reports, even among their underworld contacts. The story was simple enough. Lockridge was a young, ambitious smuggler from the New World, seeking to gain a toehold in the more established operations of Europe. He was ruthless, with no loyalty and no scruples.

Logan already knew the sort of character he had to project, but his Zodiac training gave him the tools he needed to be a good spy. He’d make use all of them when he was to return to Caithny castle tonight.


Chapter 3

The autumn days brought swift and early sunsets. In the time between sunset and supper,  Aunt Maura conducted one of her usual lessons on deportment and manners. Now presentable in her appearance, Gemma provided the correct answers for most of Maura’s questions.

“An archduke would be addressed before a viscount,” Gemma said in response to one, adding, “which will be so important at the next party we host.” She put her hand to her mouth in mock horror. “Oh, no! I’ve forgotten that we never host anyone here…other than Conall’s dubious associates, of course.”

“Pertness of manner is not admirable, Gemma,” her aunt said with a frown. “Nor is it useful as a display of intelligence.”

“Sorry,” she said, not sounding very sorry.

Maura sighed. She had several sighs, and spent a lifetime mastering each one. There was the sigh of disappointment when she found a stain or rip in Gemma’s gowns. There was the sigh of resignation when Conall made a pronouncement. There was the sigh of skepticism when anyone decided something Maura did not agree with. And then there was the sigh of I-told-you-so whenever Maura’s opinion was vindicated. Gemma had grown adept at translating these sighs. The latest one was a plea-to-the-angels-for-patience sigh, and it was one she heard quite a lot.

“All right, Aunt. I understand that I can’t say what I’m thinking if I’m among society. Now resume.”

“No, Gemma. You’re misunderstanding the lesson. A true lady does not hide her thoughts. She takes care to only cultivate good and generous and proper thoughts in her mind. Thus no deceit is necessary.”

Now Gemma sighed. “I’ll do my best.”

“I hope so. Now, let’s shift to a different subject. Ladies are conversant in the rudiments of music, even if they have no talent for it. Tell me what you have learned about the classical masters and the sort of music created by each…”

Gemma gave another little sigh herself. She couldn’t wait till they were summoned for supper.

* * * *

Conall joined Gemma and Maura for dinner in the cavernous dining hall. Their chef was competent, though no artist. He came to Caithny about two years ago at Conall’s request. He’d found the man somewhere and liked his cooking, though Gemma couldn’t see much that distinguished it. The chef did, however, have a strange knack for finding excellent produce that Gemma would swear was out of season. She speared a piece of asparagus. It was slender and bright green, just touched with a serviceable cream sauce. In spring, such a dish would be expected. But it was fall, and Gemma couldn’t begin to think where Cook had gotten the vegetable. It wasn’t as if Caithny castle boasted a glass house for growing.

Her hunger outweighed her curiosity, and she put the conundrum aside. Maura never commented on the meals, possibly because she rarely spoke when her brother was present. Conall talked with Gemma about news in the village of Caithny, and she answered with what she knew. Gemma often rode into the village to chat with neighbors or carry messages.

Conall seemed strangely anxious. Whoever he was meeting that evening, it must be more important than usual.

Conall noted the demure gown Gemma wore to dinner, and told her to change after the meal. “Put on the blue one you’ve got. Give our guest something to look at. Makes my task a bit easier if he’s distracted by your pretty face.”

Gemma rolled her eyes. Of course Conall would press every advantage, even to the point of using his niece as a distraction. If the visitor was looking down the front of her dress, he wouldn’t be thinking clearly about the terms of the deal Conall offered. Conall didn’t let anything get in the way of business.

Maura glared at Conall for the crude remark, but didn’t say anything to oppose him. She gave a sigh of endless disappointment and excused herself from the table.

After supper, Gemma went to her room to tidy up and change into the requested dress. It was not new or fashionable. Aunt Maura, in some mysterious way, knew all about the prevailing winds of fashion in London and beyond. She said gowns worn by society ladies were shockingly modern now, with almost no corsets and barely any covering at all.

But Gemma also thought her blue dress was very pretty, so she didn’t mind out-of-fashion styling. It hugged her torso with lacing across her chest, and it emphasized her narrow waist. She frowned at her reflection in the mirror, hoping the corset was effective. From years of observation and overhearing drunk smugglers, she knew men preferred women with bigger breasts. Did hers qualify? Gemma had no notion, and of course no one from whom to get an honest answer. Oh, well. The dress was pretty all the same. The blue tone of the soft wool emphasized her fair complexion and complemented her bright red hair. Annie, the maid, had already braided her hair for dinner, and Gemma saw no reason to change the style. Whoever this guest was, he’d better be impressed.

“Not that I should bother to even think of it,” she muttered to herself. “What’s another smuggler?” He’d be just like the rest of Conall’s associates. Hardened, vicious men who looked more at home in a tavern brawl than anywhere else. One who cared for nothing but profit, or at best tweaking the British interests. Even in lowland Scotland there was still plenty of resentment against England, despite Scotland being part of the empire.

She went downstairs again. Aunt Maura was nowhere to be found, naturally. She had a gift for absenting herself whenever the slightest hint of criminal activity was afoot. In practice, that meant Conall and Maura rarely spoke or even stayed in the same room, despite the fact that they were brother and sister. It was one of the many things Gemma always thought normal, until recently.

Conall was in his parlor. He’d remain there while Gemma met their guest at the door. Conall liked to play up his position, making his guests come to him.

Gemma waited, and waited. She would not open the door to peek out. That might ruin the effect. And effect was important. How should she appear when she opened the door? Gracious? Aloof? Perhaps even queenly?

She was so lost in her thoughts that when the knock sounded, she jumped up and proceeded to answer the door just as she would if she were not expecting anything.

“Well, come in!” she burst out. “Why else come all this way if you’re just going to stand—” Gemma stopped short when she got a look at the man.

He was young, perhaps only five years older than her. He had thick brown hair and warm, brown eyes that glowed in the dim light of the foyer. The tanned skin was definitely that of a sailor. But this could not possibly be a smuggler come to do business with her uncle. He was too young, and handsome, and….

And he was smiling at her. A smile that started slow and grew until her insides felt like honey.

She was lost.

“Hello,” she said finally, aware that she had to say something. “You’re…with Lockridge?” she asked, completely forgetting the half dozen lines she thought might serve as greetings.	

He shook his head, plainly admiring her. “No.”

“You’re not with Lockridge?” she asked, confused, and still quite thrown by his appearance. Handsome strangers did not just wander into Caithny.

“I am Lockridge,” he said.

“Oh.” Gemma felt a weird sensation in her belly. Disappointment? Maybe. “I thought you’d be…older.”

“I’m used to that. Eventually the assumption will be correct. If I live long enough.”

His casual reference to death made Gemma’s belly flutter again. He didn’t look like the sort of man who would die.

“If you’re Lockridge, you’d best come in,” she said. “Conall is waiting.”

Lockridge raised an eyebrow. “You’re on a first name basis with him?”

“He’s family, so yes.”

Her answer appeared to spark even more interest. He looked at Gemma more carefully. “You’re another Caithny, then.”

Gemma drew herself up to her full five and a half feet. “No, I’m a Harrington. Miss Gemma Harrington. Conall Caithny is my uncle. And he doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

“Well, show me in, Miss Harrington.”

She did, acutely conscious of his every action. He took off his hat, then shrugged out of his great coat, flinging it carelessly onto a chair. She watched covertly. His body was thin, athletic. No doubt he spent his life on a ship.

Gemma led him down the hallway to the parlor, feeling his gaze on her as they went.

“Uncle Conall,” she said as they entered the parlor, “Mr Lockridge has come to see you.” She stepped aside to allow Lockridge to walk further into the room.

As she did, she was surprised to see that all the warmth she imagined in Lockridge was utterly gone. Now he stood there, his eyes dark and cold as he surveyed the room.

Conall sat in state on a large, high-backed chair by the fire, which made the walls glow a pale orange. He looked for all the world like a king in his domain. A chair stood opposite him, with no back and no embellishments. It was little more than a bench.

“Lockridge! Come in, come in.” Conall gestured for him to sit in the empty chair.

Lockridge didn’t even glance at the chair, but strolled to the fireplace mantle. He bent down to the fire to warm his hands by the flame. That made his body turn away from Conall for a moment. Gemma caught a glimpse of his profile as he did so, and saw his eyes gleam as they reflected the fire. He looked devilish, if devils were handsome.

Then he stood again, and turned back to face Conall. Lockridge looked perfectly at home, just as much the master as Conall.

“Quite the old pile of stones you’ve got,” he said to Conall, his voice just short of insulting. His accent did change how his words sounded, but that certainly wasn’t the explanation for his tone.

“Been in the family for generations,” said Conall. Annoyed by Lockridge’s manner, he looked around the room, seeking Gemma. “Gemma girl. We’ll be discussing business. Why don’t you offer our guest a drink?” Conall suggested, but it held the tone of an order.

“Would you care for a drink?” Gemma asked, not feeling particularly servile.

“Anything but rum,” he said, his gaze matching hers.

“You don’t drink rum?” asked Conall. “I thought you were from the Indies.”

“Bermuda,” Lockridge clarified. “And I’ll ship rum, but I won’t drink it.”

“We have whisky,” Gemma said.

“That will do,” he said.

Gemma went to the kitchen to prepare a warm, and deeply alcoholic, drink for their guest. She sighed, thinking of all the “gentlemen” her uncle had seen in his house in the past few years. “Gentlemen” was the term the villagers used to describe the smugglers keeping them supplied with rare goods. The gentlemen gave the village first pick of the goods when they arrived, in exchange for silence on the matter of where their boats lay at night, or what caves were best left unexplored by the law. Gemma had seen more of the gentlemen than most of the village, but she thought she had never seen a man as cool as the one now in her parlor. Not that he’d done anything. It was the aura of ruthlessness about him.

She returned with the drinks. When Conall saw her, he broke off whatever conversation he’d been having with Lockridge. “What were you doing with that whisky, girl? Did you grow the grain first?”

“I warmed it,” she said, irritated. “It takes a few minutes for the poker to heat.” They made their drinks hot in the time-tested way of heating a metal rod in the fire, then plunging it into the liquid.

“Well, bring them over. Don’t dawdle. Lockridge is a man with a reputation.” Conall laughed. “How many crewmen did you throw overboard on your journey here?”

“Only one,” Lockridge responded. Nothing in his voice suggested it was a joke.

She walked to Lockridge to hand him the drink. She was between him and Conall as she did so, so her uncle couldn’t see how Lockridge’s fingers brushed hers as the drink exchanged hands. It was deliberate, and deliberately provoking. Gemma had every right to take offense and alert Conall immediately.

For some reason, she didn’t. Instead, she inquired of Lockridge, “What would inspire you to throw a man overboard?”

Lockridge didn’t look at her, but kept his eyes on Conall as he replied, “The man annoyed me.”

“Keep the others in line,” Conall said, with a nod. “That’s the way to do it.”

How appalling that such a handsome man should have such a cold soul. “Excuse me, I should go,” Gemma said, turning to leave.

“Don’t go far,” Lockridge said when she reached the door. She turned at those words. Lockridge was staring directly at her, and the look in his eyes wasn’t cold at all.

“Be careful what you wish for,” she warned him as she left.


Chapter 4

Good advice, Logan thought. He watched the woman leave, noting how gracefully she moved. She’d surprised him when she flung the door open on his arrival. Who could be prepared for that sort of woman? The flame colored hair he remembered from the afternoon was now bound in a wide, intricate braid that fell down the center of her back. It left her face unframed, which made her strong cheekbones and bright blue eyes even more prominent. The way her skin was spotted with freckles was instantly appealing to him. Unfortunately, it wasn’t this woman he came to do business with.

After Miss Harrington’s departure from the parlor, he felt the better part of the evening was already over. He turned back to his host.

“So you’re from Bermuda,” said Caithny. “There are several versions of your history.”

“Rumors do spread,” Logan said. Many had been spread quite deliberately. “But it is a fact that I was born and raised in Bermuda. Been sailing ever since I could walk.”

“Bermuda is part of the British Empire.” Caithny said it with a certain amount of disdain.

“So is Scotland,” Lockridge countered. Then he grinned. “But Bermuda is a long way from London. We have our own minds there. Just as you do here.”

Caithny laughed. He liked the answer.

“Pretty thing, isn’t she?” Caithny asked, with a nod toward the door Gemma had retreated through.

Logan nodded, unsure what a safe answer to that would be.

“Ah, I saw you watch her,” Caithny went on. “Don’t pretend you didn’t notice.”

“A man would have to be dead not to notice her.”

Caithny leaned forward suddenly. “Aye. So let me be clear. You look at her again, you touch her, you say a sweet word to her, and you will be dead.”

“That’s very direct,” Logan said smoothly. Inside, he was shaken by Conall Caithny’s dramatic shift in mood. He was either playing up his role as guardian, or he truly did watch out for the young lady’s virtue.

“It had better be.”

“I’m here to talk business,” Logan said, wanting to avoid unnecessary confrontation. “So let’s get to that.”

“Very well. You requested this meeting. What do you want of me?” Caithny asked. “I’ve an established operation here. What makes you think I need another man at this point?”

“I’m not offering service,” Logan said grimly. “Like you, I’ve also got an established operation. Not as large as yours, though I hope to expand my influence. But I believe there is an opportunity for mutual profit…so long as we have a brief alliance.”

“Continue.”

“You lost a ship six weeks ago,” Logan said. “The Lapin, just off the coast of Devon.”

Caithny raised his eyebrow, curious at Logan’s knowledge. “Aye, she sank. Bad luck.”

“Luck had nothing to do with it. I sank her.”

Caithny sat up. “And you dare come here—”

“Calm down,” Logan said. “It was dark, with no moon. She came upon my ship in the lane and we fired cannon before her captain called out her colors. His mistake. We did, however, take the survivors aboard.”

“And one of them spilled what he knew.” Caithny sneered at the weakness of ordinary men.

“They were all grateful to be on the water and not in it. I confess I was curious, especially when one of the men lamented the loss of the cargo.” Logan paused. “Thirty-six crates of rifles, destined for Napoleon’s forces. Most profitable indeed.”

Caithny’s eyes flashed, but he then relaxed. “So he told you I was shipping rifles. Yes. It would have been profitable if the shipment went through!”

“Tough loss?” Logan asked.

“Risks are inevitable. I’ll make it back.”

“Would you like to make it back faster?”

Caithny looked interested. “How so?”

“You need more ships. I have one that could be put to use. I’ll loan you my services for a cut of each run.”

“How much of a cut?”

“Fifty percent sounds fair.”

“Sounds like robbery,” Caithny said. “Ten percent.”

“Forty,” countered Logan.

“Fifteen.”

“Thirty, and the return of your loose-tongued crew member.”

“Where is he?”

“Agree to thirty percent, and you’ll soon know,” Logan promised.

Caithny narrowed his eyes. “Why do you have spare room in your hold? What are you transporting?”

Logan gave a slight smile. “Something small but valuable.”

“You ask to be cut in on a deal, but you won’t reveal your angle?”

“I am offering you a deal,” Logan said. “A fast, guaranteed delivery, at a date far earlier than you could hope to match on your own. If you could afford it, you would have got another ship by now. So you need a ship more than I need spare cargo.”

“And in return you get thirty percent of the profits,” Caithny said cautiously.

“And access to your port here in Scotland. I’ve got goods produced in the New World, including rum, which offer a tidy profit of their own. But I prefer not to use English ports.”

“I’ll consider it. You can wait in town. And don’t press me. If I choose to speak to the law, they might show a keen interest in your operation, sir.”

“I’ll wait,” said Logan, not particularly impressed by Caithny’s threat. “But if I hear wind of a better offer, I’ll be gone. And you’ll be out a deal.”

“You’ve come a long way to meet me. I believe you’ll wait,” said Caithny, sounding more confident. “But let’s shake on it. Stay two nights. If you don’t hear from me by then, no deal and no hard feelings.”

Logan watched him narrowly, then held out his hand. “I can accept that.”

Caithny reached out as well, clasping Logan’s right hand in a hard grip. But then he turned Logan’s hand over, surveying the skin. “You are a sailor,” he said with cautious approval.

Logan almost laughed. Conall Caithny was no fool. A spy without the calloused hands of a sailor used to ropes and oars would have been exposed immediately. So the Zodiac had done right to send him. “I was born a sailor,” he said. “I’ll wait in town for your response.”

“You can show yourself out.” Caithny turned away, dismissing Logan for the moment.

Logan turned and left. He briefly considered exploring the inside of Caithny castle. There were a number of things he was quite curious about the location of—primarily Gemma Harrington, but also the whereabouts of Caithny’s records. But he knew better than to press his luck on the first night.

He didn’t see Miss Harrington as he walked to the front door and out into the courtyard. Perhaps the revelation of his so-called occupation was enough to drive her away, in which case she was an intelligent lady.

However, Logan wasn’t going to leave without some snooping, and the grounds of Caithny castle begged to be surveyed. It was easy to slip into the shadows. Caithny castle was scarcely populated, and few buildings held any lights at all. When Logan looked up at the sky, he saw thick cloud cover. A good night for spying.

He moved silently, orienting himself as he explored the paths and structures. The actual castle, which was more of a manor house, was in decent repair. The windows looked to be mostly glassed in, and the stones were solid. But there were many outbuildings scattered around, the remnants of previous years, when Caithny castle probably supported the lives of several dozen people. Now, most of those buildings were crumbling, or partially dismantled. He peeked in a few storehouses, found an old cistern that appeared to be in working order, and even explored what might have been an armory long ago. More buildings stood closer to the outer wall, but Logan couldn’t spend too much time wandering.

He located the stable by the unmistakable smell of straw and horse, and entered where he saw the warm glow of a lantern.

“Hello?” he called.

A short man popped out from a stall down the way. “One minute!”

“I’m in no hurry,” Logan said easily. He saw his horse in one of the near stalls, and it snorted in recognition.

“You were in the house,” the hostler said, coming down the aisle with a bucket in his hand. “You’ll be wanting to get back to town as soon as you may,” he guessed.

“Not many guests?” Logan asked.

“Up here? Never.” The hostler put the bucket down and went into the stall. “Caithny isn’t a man who likes others in his domain. He used to put up some of his dockworkers in one of the outbuildings, but that ended a few years ago.”

“Why?”

The hostler glanced at Logan, assessing. “Did you happen to meet a young lady at the house?”

“If you mean Miss Harrington, yes.”

“Well, then you know the reason. Caithny wasn’t keen on men being too close to her when she grew a bit older, if you understand.”

Logan understood perfectly well, and for once he fully approved of Caithny’s decision making. “A man should keep his family safe,” he said.

“If only he did,” the hostler grunted. But he had Logan’s horse out of the stall now, and was eager to have them on their way. “Here you are,” the hostler said. “Gave him a bit of meal, too.”

“Thank you for that,” Logan said, sincerely. “What’s your name?”

“Fergus, sir.”

“Worked here your whole life, I’ll bet.”

“Not quite, but more years than I care to count. Mind how you ride in the dark. The clouds are keeping the moon at bay, and the track can be tricky.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, Fergus.” Logan flipped a coin to the hostler as a tip, and the man caught it in midair.

Grinning, Logan mounted and rode away. His first foray was a success. Conall Caithny was interested in his offer, though he pretended indifference. He also learned that Gemma Harrington knew at least a little about the operation, because Conall didn’t hide the nature of their meeting from her.

But she wasn’t enough in Caithny’s thrall to report Logan’s flirtations immediately. Logan had to learn more about that tidbit. If Miss Harrington knew about her uncle’s business, it might be a good idea to soften her up. Though she looked quite soft already, he thought, with a wry smile.


Chapter 5

The next day, Gemma went out riding again. She’d told Cook she would search out some mushrooms for supper, which she fully intended to do. And anyway, she couldn’t stand to be inside walls.

The visit from Lockridge last night made a stronger impression on Gemma than she’d ever admit out loud. He was so unlike what she was expecting. Yes, he was far younger than she assumed. For him to have his own ship at his age implied that he was shrewd or ruthless or both.

But for a shrewd, ruthless criminal, Gemma couldn’t stop thinking about him, with his easy grace and slow smile when he first saw her. Gemma always kept a certain distance from the sort of people her uncle employed, avoiding any familiarity. Though she was rather wild, she had a good upbringing thanks to Aunt Maura. Conall himself made it clear to his men that Gemma was under his protection. She worked with Uncle Conall because he was family, and because the exciting nature of smuggling kept her from losing her mind at the castle. But she had no intention of following in Conall’s footsteps. The day she achieved her majority, she would flee Caithny castle and start living her own life…somewhere.

She rode through the woods, ecstatic to be outside. The odor of the sea mingled with the unique scent of fallen leaves, oddly spicy with just a hint of earthiness. The day was bright and warm though, and it was pure pleasure to be riding.

When she got to where the mushrooms grew, Gemma dismounted. She tied Hector to a low-hanging branch, going on foot to find what she’d sighted the other day. She paused, sniffing the crisp air to locate the elusive odor of the mushrooms.

Just as she caught the scent, she heard a bloodcurdling yowl. She stood rooted to the spot, wondering what it could be. There was a moment of deathly silence, then the call broke out again. Gemma’s blood froze, but she shook herself, casting off any thoughts of ghosts or goblins. There was a creature nearby in need of help.

She scampered to the top of the ridge, going in the direction of the sound. Once  again, a yowl came from the far side of the glen below, about a hundred yards distant. Gemma almost plunged down the slope in her haste to get there.

She quickly found the source of the dreadful cries. A dog had somehow become caught in a trap, with one wounded front paw bleeding on the carpet of fallen leaves. It let out another mournful howl when it saw her approach, but Gemma spoke to it in a low, soothing voice. The dog stopped yowling and settled into a pitiful whine. She reached out a hand. The dog sniffed, and decided she was not a threat. She stroked the creature briefly, then turned to inspect the trap.

It was rusty with age, which was probably why it had not sprung closed completely. If it had, the dog’s leg would have been severed. As it was, Gemma could hardly stand to look at the creature.

A few minutes tugging at the trap proved she didn’t have the strength to defeat the mechanism. Worse, whenever she tilted the whole thing too far, the dog yelped and growled in pain.

“I’m trying to help you,” she explained. She hated the feeling in her chest, the one she got when she saw something she could do nothing about. The dog only howled again, a heartbreaking sound carrying through the glen.

Then something responded to the howl. Gemma looked around, alarmed. What had she heard?	Not a call, but definitely a sound. Looking up, she saw it on the ridge. Just like yesterday, when she thought she was seeing things in the dusk. An outline of a rider on horseback. But now it was daytime, and she knew it was real.

The rider moved down the slope toward her. She recognized the shape. Lockridge. Dressed in dark clothes, riding an equally dark horse, he looked just as much the devil as he had the previous evening.

Gemma watched him glance around the clearing. He twisted in his saddle. Lean, but well-muscled, like a man in constant motion.

He saw her too, of course. But he didn’t smile or even greet her. He just dismounted and moved toward the dog. “Move away,” he said, his
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