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Whitehall, 1562

The queen was nervous. With two dozen of her most favored courtiers, all clad in silk and brocade, she waited for the O’Neill.

She was very young, just about to turn thirty, and had been ruling for a scant four years. Intuitively she understood that her advisors were right and that Ireland must be brought to heel—but it seemed a huge and hopeless task. The Irish lords were barbaric, immersed in petty rivalry and bloody warfare, and still steeped in their ancient Gaelic culture. O’Neill was the worst of them, she knew. Yet it seemed as if the savage Irish chieftain—one of her most intractable enemies—was finally about to submit to her royal will, coming before her on bended knee.

The queen was splendid, and it was commonly held that she was quite attractive. Her brocade gown had a low, square neckline, but a huge ruff framed her ivory-hued face. Her full skirts were held up and out by a farthingale, which was now in vogue, and sewn into the pattern were thousands of tiny white pearls. A chain of gold encrusted with pearls and rubies was worn as a belt around her narrow waist. About her neck she wore a huge gold necklace with a ruby pendant, and rubies dangled from her ears. Her heart-shaped coif was of black silk, embroidered with gold thread and pearls. Elizabeth might have been only thirty, and she might have been nervous about receiving Shane O’Neill, but her expression was implacable, her presence outstanding, and she looked every bit a monarch.

All her courtiers were almost as fabulously garbed as she. Clad in colorful doublets with puffed shoulders and slashed sleeves, in tight hose and exaggerated codpieces, dripping gem-set rings and long gold necklaces, they comprised a brilliant and gaudy sea of spectators. And standing right beside her were her three favorite advisors: her cousin, Tom Butler, the earl of Ormond; Sir William Cecil, her secretary of state; and Robert Dudley, the Master of the Horse.

Just as the courtiers began to whisper amongst themselves, she heard him coming and thought to herself, marry, I can not believe this happens—the O’Neill yields at long last!

Not the O’Neill, she corrected herself. The earl of Tyrone. He was coming to submit, to take on an English title, to become a part of the fabric of the English kingdom. Sir Henry Sidney, the leader of her troops in Ireland, had convinced her that O’Neill’s surrender and the regrant policy was the only way to civilize the savage Irish—force them to bended knee, then regrant them their lands with English titles, privileges, and duties.

The crowd gasped.

Elizabeth gasped.

The O’Neill had appeared. A man close to six feet six inches tall, and hugely built, he wore a saffron cape lined in ermine and it swirled about his shoulders. Some Celtic kind of brooch pinned it in place. Beneath the cape he wore only a coarse, dark, knee-length tunic. His calves, ankles, and feet were bare. His heavy belt was studded with gold, an immense sword was sheathed there, and a long, dangerous-looking Irish dagger winked amongst the folds of his clothing. Over his left shoulder he carried an Irish battle-ax that appeared to be six feet long.

Behind him marched twelve barefoot men with shaved heads, who were almost as tall and as broad as the O’Neill. They, too, carried battle-axes but wore wolfskins over old-fashioned leaf mail.

The crowd moved back, toward the walls of the royal chamber, as if afraid. Elizabeth began to sweat. If the O’Neill lived up to his bloody reputation and ran amok, undoubtedly everyone within the hall would die this day.

And then a deafening howl split the chamber and the O’Neill threw himself down upon the ground at Elizabeth’s feet.

The queen jumped in shock. Both Ormond and Dudley stepped in front of her protectively while reaching for their ceremonial swords. Then she began to relax when she realized that, undoubtedly, she was witnessing some kind of ancient and barbaric form of submission to her authority. But the O’Neill was now spewing gibberish. Was he mad? She exchanged a questioning look with Robin Dudley.

“He speaks Gaelic, savage that he is,” Dudley murmured, the color returning to his aquiline face. “Mayhap he seeks to trick us with this show. I know well that his tongue can form the English word with cunning ease.” Dudley grimaced. “The Grand Disturber could do no less than make this display, but what does he wish to gain?”

Elizabeth had no idea what O’Neill’s bizarre behavior foretold, and did not answer, unsure of what to do. She did not understand a word of what this huge, savage man was saying, and she looked helplessly at Ormond and Cecil. Yet they were as flustered as she, because O’Neill was defying all protocol. But then a movement brought her attention back to the high drama unfolding at her feet. Another dozen or so of O’Neill’s followers had entered the hall behind the wolflike soldiers, but had hung back by its entrance. Except for one young man, who had detached himself from the group and was now moving toward Elizabeth.

He paused before her, beside the prostrate O’Neill. He was almost as tall as the Irish chieftain, but he was young, perhaps seventeen, and his broad-shouldered frame, while sinewed and hard, had yet to flesh out. While Elizabeth noted all of that, she was stricken by his face. Thick streaked gold hair framed the most handsome countenance she had ever seen, and her pulse raced. Somehow he seemed familiar. But then she met his cold gray eyes, and she shivered. What manner of man was this?

He bent one knee. “Your Majesty, if it pleases you, I shall translate what the O’Neill speaks.”

Elizabeth recovered. She straightened her shoulders, giving the youth an imperious look. “We do believe you mean the earl of Tyrone, sirrah,” she said.

His cool gaze fastened upon her. He did not speak.

And so it begins, she thought, a flicker of excitement sparking in her veins. The O’Neill was appearing to submit, but the youth’s failure to respond told her that a war of wit and will was about to follow. And the delight that tingled down her spine had little to do with the O’Neill, but with this extraordinary youth instead. “You may introduce yourself to Us.”

He rose from bent knee and bowed. “Liam O’Neill.”

Elizabeth’s mind moved with startling speed. “Not—not Mary Stanley’s son—not the O’Neill’s son?” In her shock the forbidden Gaelic title had slipped out.

His smile was sardonic. “The very same.”

She inhaled sharply. She had known Liam almost since the very day of his birth. Mary Stanley had been en route to Ireland with her husband, an official of the Crown, when her ship had been set upon by pirates. Raped and impregnated by O’Neill, she had been promptly rejected by Sir Stanley, who had sent her back to her own family in London. Queen Catherine, Henry VIII’s last wife, had pitied her, been kind to her, and Mary had become one of her ladies-in-waiting. Images flashed through Elizabeth’s mind of a beautiful yet solemn baby, then of a grim, withdrawn young boy. Elizabeth forced herself out of the past. “What year was it that your father claimed you and took you from London?”

That mocking smile again. “It was seven years ago.” His tone dropped, and the frost left his eyes. “How fare you, Bess?”

She felt Dudley stiffen, saw, out of the corner of her eye, his hand clench his sword. She touched his arm lightly; “The little boy has become a man,” she said, not softly, pushing a note of asperity into her tone. But her heart fluttered, just a bit. “An impertinent one.”

He bowed again, his expression closed, all warmth gone.

“Translate,” she snapped, furious now, with him, with his murdering father, with herself.

“Shane O’Neill begs your pardon,” Liam said briskly, without emotion. “He is the lawful and legitimate son of Bachach, while Matthew was born of a locksmith married to a woman named Alison, and great deceit was made upon all. Matthew is not and has not ever had the right to claim succession, but justice has been done, making it clear that there is but one lawful heir to the lands in question, that legitimate and rightful heir being the O’Neill.”

There was a moment of silence. Elizabeth looked down at Shane O’Neill, still lying upon the wooden floor, wondering how to address him, then at his fearless son. “Is not Matthew dead?” she asked, although she already knew the answer. He had been murdered by Shane O’Neill. Rumors also abounded that many of O’Neill’s cousins had died strangely accidental deaths. And gossip also held he had imprisoned poor Bachach, his own father, in order to usurp the O’Neill chieftaincy and lands, and that Bachach was dead now, too.

“Yes,” the son said. He offered no explanation, and no sign of guilt flickered in his eyes.

Shane suddenly rose to his feet. Elizabeth did not move, but the three men standing beside her all flinched. Elizabeth focused on O’Neill. She must grant his pardon, as she and her Council had planned. But she was at a loss. How in God’s name should she address him? It was clear he would resist the English title of earl, and she was not certain now that she should grant him the earldom anyway. He was clearly defiant—clearly dangerous. Yet a truce must be reached.

Dudley leaned close to her. “You must not address him as the O’Neill. Nor must you insult him.”

Elizabeth’s jaw tightened.

Cecil whispered, “As he will not accept our title—we must think of another appellation of distinction, something he will think grand.”


Elizabeth shot a glance at the pair standing before her, the shaggy-haired bearlike father, a notorious murderer, a rapist, a savage, and the lean, golden Adonis-like son. Shane was grinning, his eyes gleaming. Liam was expressionless. She now noticed that Liam was dressed exactly like his father, in a coarse cloak and tunic, his feet bare. She recalled the small boy in doublet and hose and leather shoes, a red plume waving from his hat. A wave of pity washed over her. But then their gazes met, his mocking, and she chased away any sympathy she might wish to feel. He was unquestionably a savage now, like his father, undoubtedly dangerous and not to be pitied at all.

Cecil said in a low tone, “O’Neill the Great. I wager he will love that.”

“That’s hardly enough,” snapped Ormond. “’Tis no different from the O’Neill.”

“It matters not,” Dudley countered. “He is here—he has obeyed the queen, more than obeyed, in making himself prostrate.”

Elizabeth smiled at the O’Neill. “O’Neill the Great,” she said in a loud, carrying voice, aware of the surprise of the crowd and of Shane’s open pleasure, “cousin to St. Patrick and friend to the queen of England, we hereby grant you pardon and welcome you warmly to Londontown, wishing you God bless.”

Shane’s smile faded. His succession to the O’Neill lands had not been recognized—and he as well as everyone else knew it.

 

The tavern consisted of a single, malodorous smoke-filled room. Too many unwashed bodies had been crammed into the establishment night after night, year after year, and too often those drunken patrons had relieved one need or another without adjourning upstairs or outside.

Now the room was as crowded as always, but no Englishman had remained once Shane’s frightening and savage horde had arrived. The Irishmen quaffed mug after mug of ale, singing tunes either lewd or victorious while mauling the buxom serving girls as they passed.

Liam sat alone in a corner, watching the celebrations from afar. He was still on his first mug of ale, and rarely did he sip. He did not sing, did not smile. His gaze moved over the familiar faces crowding the room, as always, coming to settle upon his father as if purposefully seeking him out.

Shane was standing, toasting the yellow-livered, spineless queen, his words treasonous and should any of the maids or the proprietor care to inform upon the events of the evening, Shane might very well find himself in the Tower. His father was courting disaster with his actions now, and his son did not care. He was only Shane’s son by the fact of his mother’s violent rape, by the coincidence of the blood running in their veins. And although, seven years ago, Liam had thought Shane to be invincible, he now knew that no man was immortal and a man like Shane, who lived so dangerously, invited death. Liam knew he would shed no tears on the day his father met his Maker, knew there would only be relief.

Shane was all wolfish smiles, downing his tenth mug of the night. Ale did not affect him—nothing affected him. Shane finished his toast, his men cheering. He reached out and seized one of the passing maids. The girl was attacked so unexpectedly that, crying out, she dropped her tray and all the mugs it contained. Shane promptly placed her on his lap, one arm a manacle around her waist, his other hand inside her bodice, scooping up her breast. His men laughed at the sight of the woman’s naked flesh.

Liam stiffened. In his mind he saw his mother, pale, blond, bitter, and stunningly beautiful as she had been when he had last seen her, when he was ten years old and being taken away by the father he had never known. He shook her image free and faced his father and the serving girl, wishing she would receive Shane the way the Irish girls did, with lusty eagerness. In Ireland Shane was a hero.

But the maid looked terrified, twisting ineffectually while Shane laughed and squeezed her nipple. The girl began to cry.

Liam was on his feet. He wasn’t afraid of his father, although he had every right to be. He had stopped being afraid many years ago—the fear had been beaten out of him. He shoved through the crowded tables, and Shane finally saw him coming. He ceased stroking the girl, anticipation lighting his eyes. She also saw Liam, and she grew utterly still, her eyes wide.

“Release her,” Liam said.

Shane barked with laughter, shoving the girl off of his lap so abruptly that she tumbled to the floor. He rose to his full height; the girl scurried away. Liam tensed, prepared for the inevitable. No man, not even his son, could challenge the O’Neill without paying the bloody consequences. Shane’s meaty fist swung out. Liam blocked the blow but staggered backward under the incredible impact. His father weighed 240 pounds and there was no fat on his massive frame. They both knew that Shane was far stronger than Liam, but what only Liam knew was that one day the scales would tip in his favor. He would make certain of that.

And he looked forward to that day.

Liam was off-balance. He took his father’s next blow in his gut, doubling over in pain. But he did not cry out. Stoic acceptance of pain had also been beaten into him. Another blow took him squarely in the jaw and sent him flying backward onto a table. Liam fell hard on the wood surface, sending mugs of ale and plates of food to the floor, blood spurting from his mouth.

Shane towered over him. “Come, boyo, surely you have not had enough?” he mocked. “Surely you do not yet taste the sourness of defeat?”

Liam forced himself to sit up and slide to his feet. “One day,” he said, low, “I am going to kill you.”

Shane laughed. “You’ll have to make haste, if you think to be the one to send me to my Maker.”

Father and son stared at each other, Shane grinning, Liam expressionless. Except for his eyes. They blazed with hatred.

Shane shoved his bearded face close to his son’s. “You are weak,” he growled. “To fight me over a worthless woman, an English slut? She means naught! You think to succeed me as the O’Neill? Hah! No Irishman will ever proclaim you their chief, not with that weak English blood running in your veins! I do not wish for you to succeed me!”

Liam said nothing, wiping his bloody mouth with one sleeve. But his father’s brutal words were a blow he could not help but feel. Still, he said, “Leave the yellow-haired wench alone. The dark one is willing—she has been servicing our men all night.”

“Weak!” Shane spit. “I take what I want, when I want it, and I am the O’Neill!”

Suddenly another huge fist swung out and Liam’s head exploded with pain. When he opened his eyes, he was on the floor, and bright lights danced sharply before him. The sounds of the tavern washed over him, drunken laughter and song, raucous conversation. Slowly he sat up, then levered himself to his feet. His father was dicing, the dark-haired whore hanging on to him. Despite the painful throbbing of his head, Liam smiled grimly. The little serving maid had fled. It was a small victory, but it was a victory nonetheless.
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Normandie, January 1571

She had been forgotten.

Katherine knew that there was no other possible explanation for her having languished for almost six long years in the Abbé Saint Pierre-Eglise. Beneath her knees, the stone floor of the chapel was hard and as cold as ice. She murmured the prayers which she knew by heart but thought instead of the fact that none of the letters she had sent home to her father in Munster had been answered, not one. Finally, in despair, last summer she had sent a missive to her stepmother, Eleanor. That, too, had failed to elicit a response.

Katherine choked on both fear and despair. It was prime, the beginning of a new day, and although she prayed with the other sisters of the convent, today was the day that her life must begin anew. Today was the day that she must gather up all of her courage—today she would confront the abbess about her situation.

She had no choice. She was eighteen, and growing older with every passing moment. Another year had concluded, and in a few more months Katherine would be nineteen. She could not grow old in this secluded convent. She could not! She wanted to live. She wanted a husband, a home of her own, children. She was of the age when by now, she should have already had one or two or even three sturdy babes tumbling about her skirts. Oh, God. How had they forgotten her very existence?

Six years ago she had been too numb with grief to care when Eleanor suggested, no, insisted, that she enter a convent. Her family had been in disarray after suffering tremendous losses in the Battle of Affane back home in southern Ireland. Three hundred of her father’s most loyal troops had been massacred by the forces of Tom Butler, the earl of Ormond, on the banks of the Blackwater River, and her father, the earl of Desmond himself, had been wounded and captured by Butler. But Katherine suffered more than just the defeat of her kinsmen and the capture of her father. For she had lost her betrothed that day.

Hugh Barry had been fatally wounded in the ghastly fray. Katherine had been betrothed to Hugh from the cradle. The Barrys were kinsmen, and she and Hugh had grown up together, Hugh being but a year older than she. He had been her childhood friend, her childhood sweetheart; he had bestowed her very first kiss on her. His death had destroyed her dreams, and with them, it seemed, her future.

Numb with grief, Katherine had obeyed her stepmother, glad to have a reprieve in a faraway convent before another marriage could be arranged. Losing Hugh had been especially difficult for Katherine to bear because the year before Affane, her own dear mother had died. The earl of Desmond had been Joan FitzGerald’s third husband, and Katherine was their first and only child. Mother and daughter had been close. Katherine had yet to cease missing her.

But she had thought that a new marriage would be swiftly arranged, that she would spend but a year or two in the nunnery, and that she could be wed on her fifteenth birthday as planned. Yet Eleanor had only written to her once, later that first year, explaining that she was with the earl, who was imprisoned in the Tower and awaiting the queen’s pardon. She had received no other word from her father or her stepmother in five and a half endless years.


And the truth of the matter was that Katherine was afraid.

The prayers were finished. Katherine crossed herself, murmured “Amen,” and rose. She hung back, allowing the other ladies to file out ahead of her. They were all noblewomen like herself. Some were widowed, others were too poor to make marriages, or were one daughter too many for the family to bear. Silk and brocade gowns rustled as the ladies left the chapel. Outside it was frigidly cold, and Katherine gripped her worn, fur-lined mantle more closely to herself. She paused in the courtyard as the noblewomen entered the dining hall, where fresh breads and warm cakes, meats and cheese, and ale and wine were being served.

“Will you do it?”

Katherine turned, shivering, more from her nervousness about what she had to do than from the cold. She faced her dear friend and only confidante, Juliet, who would leave the convent in February, in spite of the winter weather, for her guardian had ordered her home to Cornwall. “Yes.”

Juliet, startlingly fair of skin but dark-haired with a full, rosebud mouth, looked Katherine directly in the eye. “Surely the abbess will give you permission to leave now. How can she refuse you yet another time?”

Katherine’s heart pounded harder. Immediately she took Juliet’s hand. “I am afraid she will refuse my plea again,” she admitted. Katherine had already petitioned the abbess twice before for permission to go home. The abbess had refused, explaining that not only did Katherine not have her father’s permission, she had no escort, either.

Juliet smiled. “It would be wonderous to travel together. Oh, how I hope the abbess listens to your plea and judges fairly!”

Katherine flinched. She was very desperate, but she was not hopeful. Although the abbess was kind and well intentioned, and generally of a soft nature, she was a firm administrator, as she must be to oversee a nunnery filled with ladies entrusted to her care by rich and powerful families. But Katherine’s will had never been stronger. She must convince the abbess that she should return home now, even without her father’s permission. She had prepared her arguments. It was 1571. A new year. A time for new beginnings.

The two girls crossed the courtyard, Katherine too preoccupied to speak or even notice the bitter winter chill, while Juliet chatted about how happy she was finally to be going home to Thurlstone. The dining hall rang with laughter and good cheer as the ladies enjoyed their first meal of the day. The gems in their rings glinted as they gestured to one another. Servants, many of whom had come with the noblewomen to the nunnery from their homes, waited upon them so that they did not have to rise for any reason. Lady Montaignier, the countess of Sur-Rigaud, had four small dogs panting with expectation at her feet. Ruby brooches in the form of small ribbons adorned their curly-haired heads. Indeed, all of the ladies were so well dressed and so thoroughly bejeweled, so catered to, so pampered, that had a visitor not known he was at an abbey, he would have thought himself to be in some great noblewoman’s hall.

Katherine herself was one of the few exceptions. Her gowns were old and extensively mended. She had had nothing new since her fifteenth birthday—the year the funds she had arrived with had run out.

Fear slid over Katherine again. The abbess had been paid handsomely upon her arrival six years ago and had expected more funds to be forthcoming, as needed for Katherine’s upkeep. When Katherine’s pension was gone, the abbess had written to Katherine’s father, but her subtle request for monies had been ignored. The earl had not bothered to respond to the abbess’s letter. Other, more direct requests had gone unanswered. Fortunately the abbess had generously allowed Katherine to remain at the convent despite the fact that she had no pension.

Katherine’s stomach churned. Whenever she thought about the earl’s failure to communicate with the abbess over the matter of her support, she grew terribly dismayed.

Knowing her father, Katherine assumed that he must be at war with the Butlers again. It would be unlike Gerald to let the massacre of Affane go unavenged. He was too busy to think about his only daughter. Perhaps Eleanor was responsible for their ignoring her. She was but a few years older than Katherine, quite beautiful, and Gerald adored her. And she did not like Katherine.

Katherine’s apprehension grew. She knew her father would not be pleased to see her when she arrived at Askeaton Castle, unbidden and unexpected. Perhaps he’d even be angry if Eleanor had indeed whispered against her in his ear. However, Katherine was willing to risk his wrath for the sake of realizing her dreams. But first she must persuade the abbess to allow her to leave the nunnery without her father’s permission. It was a monumental task.

After the meal was done, Katherine and Juliet exchanged conspiratorial glances and separated. Katherine hurried not to the dorter where she slept, but to the antechamber where the abbess worked. Her anxiety increased. So much was at stake in the interview she would soon face. Katherine could not lose.

For she could not remain at the abbey any longer. She could not. Life was passing her by, and it was grossly unfair. This could not possibly be her fate. Her fate had to be something far more.

 

The abbess’s plump face registered worry and concern. “You wish to go home.” She sighed.

Katherine stood before the delicate mahogany secretaire where the mother superior was seated. “I cannot remain here. I am not suited for this life. I must return home, remind my father of my existence. Surely then he will arrange a marriage for me.” Her gaze was direct but pleading. “Mother Superior, all I have ever wanted is a husband and a home of my own and several children. I am already eighteen. In another few years no man will want me.”

The abbess doubted that. Katherine was an extraordinary beauty, in spite of her tall stature, with her perfectly oval face, her fine features and flawless ivory skin, her startling green eyes and dark wine red hair. She rose to her feet, the color returning to her cheeks. She was in a quandary. A terrible quandary. She studied Katherine. “My dear, you have a few years left, trust in that, before you are old and gray.”

Katherine began to protest.

The abbess lifted her hand, cutting her off. “I am well aware that you are not suited to this life. I have been aware of it almost from the first day you arrived here, a wild vixen of thirteen. I have no doubt now that you would be a superb wife. Clearly you are endowed by nature to bear many healthy sons. But what you ask is impossible. To send you home without your father’s permission? I cannot do it!” But even as she spoke guilt twisted inside of her. For she knew Katherine would never receive her father’s permission to leave. And she also knew what awaited Katherine—and was terribly uneasy.

Katherine wet her lips. When she spoke, her tone was strained. “Do not misunderstand me. I am very grateful for the charity you have bestowed upon me in allowing me to remain here. I am unhappy, but I am so grateful. You have been nothing but kind to me.”

The abbess winced, but Katherine did not appear to notice.

“There is another reason for me to return to Ireland,” Katherine continued urgently. “I am afraid that something is amiss. How could my father forget to send my pension to you? It makes no sense. I must return, I beg you, Mother, to learn why I have been forgotten like this. I cannot stay here. Perhaps my father needs me. Or—perhaps he is truly too busy to think of me at all.”

The abbess felt a deep pang of sympathy for her young charge. Gently, the older woman said, “If your father needed you, he would send for you, my dear.”

But the abbess did not know what else to say, or what to do, and she stroked her rosary, very worried. If ever there was a time to tell Katherine the truth, it was now, yet she had agreed to deceive her, for the girl’s own peace of mind. The abbess had had little choice, for it was either that or release Katherine unprotected and impoverished onto the streets. It had been wrong then, and it was still wrong now, to withhold all the facts from her. But now, even more, the abbess did not dare tell Katherine the truth. Fear prevented her from doing so, fear and some higher sense that Fate was at her mysterious work here.

“I have been here for five and a half years,” Katherine implored. “I never dreamed when I arrived that I would not be sent home after a year or two. Please, I must leave. I know that once I am home, all will be well, that Father will immediately seek to rectify my circumstances.” Her gaze locked with the abbess’s. “I can return with Juliet. There will never be a better time.”

The abbess looked at her beautiful, intelligent, willful charge. “I would counsel most of my ladies to trust their fate to God,” she said slowly, “and they would heed me. But you would not.”

“I cannot obey you,” Katherine said softly. “Not if you order me to remain.”

And the abbess made up her mind. Not because Katherine had been unhappy for so many years, and it hurt her to see any of her ladies so distressed. Nor was it because if any woman deserved to live in the outside world, it was a woman like this. It was because she understood Katherine’s meaning exactly. She knew her charge too well. If the abbess denied her permission to leave, Katherine would run away. The abbess almost swooned in terror at the very notion. A woman like Katherine traveling alone and unprotected, dear God. She would wind up terribly abused, perhaps even a concubine in some Turkish lord’s harem. Their gazes held for a long moment. It was clear that Katherine would not take no for an answer. This, then, was the best and safest way.

She sighed. “I will allow you to leave, Katherine. But I must caution you. The world outside is not as it appears. You may return home only to be gravely disappointed. Perhaps your father will even send you back.”

“Oh, Mother, thank you!” Katherine was smiling widely, ignoring the thinly veiled warning. “Thank you for your concern, but he will not send me back, I promise you that!” Impulsively she embraced the abbess.

“Very well,” the abbess said. Beaming, Katherine thanked her again. After she was gone, the abbess returned to her desk, picked up a quill, and dipped it into an inkhorn. She no longer smiled. Her face was lined with worry. She was too soft. She should have refused her charge. But then Katherine would have run away, and the abbess would not allow that. The convent was not a prison, and the world was hardly a safe place.

The abbess trembled. It was not too late to tell Katherine some of the truth—or even all of it. Except…she did not dare. Like a puppet on a string, she must obey her own masters. And trust to a higher Fate.

The abbess bent over the parchment and, very carefully, she began to write, explaining in great detail what had just occurred and what Katherine was about to do.

 

Juliet’s guardian had sent six men to escort her home. With his men came a short letter in which Richard Hixley expressed some disapproval about the fact that Katherine would travel with his niece. It was not difficult for Katherine to understand why. Juliet was a rich English heiress, and Katherine was but an Irish one. This was not the first time she had encountered snobbery from the English. Some Englishmen considered the Irish naught but a race of savages.

It did not matter. What mattered was that she was finally going home, and in the past month, time had crept by at an infuriatingly slow pace. Katherine could not wait to set foot upon the fertile ground of southern Ireland. She could not wait to reach her home, Askeaton Castle, a stout stone fortress built in medieval times and set upon an island in the River Deel.

The convent was less than a half day’s carriage ride from Cherbourg, where the small ship they would cross the Channel in awaited them. The road to Cherbourg was not well used, and the hours again dragged by. But toward nooning the monotony of their short trip was broken. A group of traveling players passed them on the road. One of the men was darkly handsome, and quite bold and brazen. He only had eyes for Katherine. He wished to make her acquaintance, and did not seem willing to take “no” for an answer. Katherine tried to ignore him, but was flattered and bemused by his interest. Finally, professing undying grief, making his talent for theatrics quite clear, he had doffed his plumed hat and he and his troupe of players moved on.

The girls and their escorts arrived at the harbor and were quickly boarded onto the ship. The man in charge of their party, Sir William Redwood, advised them to remain within their cabin for the duration of the short Channel crossing. He informed them that they would set sail at first light the next morning and come abreast of Dover if the winds were favorable by the next night, or, at the outside, by dawn of the following day. Juliet thanked him prettily, and then the two girls were left alone in their cabin.

Katherine walked to a porthole and stared out at the dusky water of the bay. Twilight was creeping over the harbor. A star twinkled vaguely. She was trembling with elation. Home. Before it had been a dream. Soon it would be reality. She was on the precipice of a new beginning—and she could barely wait for the happy future that was surely hers.

 

Katherine had been sound asleep. Now she jerked up with a cry. She had been dreaming of the meadows in springtime in Munster. In her dreams, Hugh had been alive and she had been a young bride. She shook her head, to free herself of the foolish dream, noticing the bright sunlight streaming through the cabin’s single porthole. It was well past dawn from the look of it. They had set sail some time ago, but neither she nor Juliet had been awake or aware of it. Katherine was perplexed and faintly uneasy. What had caused her to awaken so abruptly? And what were the strange scratching noises above her head?

And then she heard a sound she had never heard before. A deafening boom. No one had to inform her as to what it was. She knew, instantly. It was a cannon.

Katherine’s heart seemed to stop. She prayed to Jesus, God, and Sweet Mary that she was still asleep, still dreaming. And then another boom sounded, even closer and more loudly than the one before, and she knew, dear Lord, that it was no dream. Oh, God—they were under attack. “Juliet!”

She raced to the porthole as Juliet shot upright, but could see nothing but an incredibly bright winter sun hanging over the endless, amazingly calm gray seas. If ever there had been an illusion of a perfect day, this was it.

Another boom sounded, and this time Katherine heard the sound of wood splintering before she clapped her hands to her ears. It had sounded as if an entire mast had been shorn right off the deck.

“We are under attack,” Katherine cried, turning to face Juliet, who was sitting motionless, as white as death, upon her bunk.

“Who?” Juliet croaked. “Who would attack this ship?”

Katherine’s dazed mind began to function. Juliet was a rich heiress, and she herself was the earl of Desmond’s daughter. Oh, God. Pirates infested the waters of the Channel, as well as those off of France, Spain, and both England and Ireland. Preying upon any cargo of value, even if it be human. “Oh, God, have mercy,” Katherine whispered.

Juliet slid to her feet and ran to the porthole. “Katherine?”

Katherine could not speak. And then from the deck above she could hear men shouting in panic, and the word they shouted was “Pirates!”

“There is nothing to see!” Juliet cried, peering over Katherine’s shoulder.

Then another explosion made the girls cling to one another as the ship bucked like a wild horse. They tumbled to the floor together, rolling across it. Men were shrieking, and something huge and hard crashed against the deck just above them. The ship groaned as if alive and in great pain. Muskets were firing now, and Katherine could smell the acrid powder. She prayed it was the crew firing, defending the ship from the marauders. Then she realized that a man was shouting, “Fire aft! Fire aft!” and soon the cry was taken up by some dozen others.

Katherine and Juliet gripped each other, both pale with fright. “What are we going to do?” Juliet whispered.


Katherine tried to think through her thick, cloying fear. “We must stay below. With the door barred.” Images of the dirty, savage pirates descending in a vicious horde upon them assailed her. She felt faint.

“But—what if the ship goes down? We will drown! What if it is sinking even now!”

Katherine realized then that, no matter what happened, they were in the gravest jeopardy. If the ship sank, and they remained below, they would die. If they went above, looking for Sir William and the others, they might very well die as men were undoubtedly dying even now. And if the ship were captured…Katherine did not want to think about it. She must not think about it, or she would lose her very fragile control, and give in to mindless terror. She must be calm.

“We are not sinking,” Katherine said as normally as possible. “If we were, we would hear the men screaming in terror.”

“Yes, you are right,” Juliet said. Her fingernails were digging into Katherine’s wrist even through the sleeve of her nightclothes. “And the ship has righted itself.”

Katherine climbed to her feet, legs apart, and braced for any sudden lurching. “We will stay below here,” Katherine decided as Juliet also rose. “Until something happens to make us think the ship is sinking. Then we will go up. Together. Not before.”

Juliet nodded, speechless, gripping Katherine’s hand.

Katherine inhaled, forcing herself to appear calm. Then she turned to the porthole and froze. A ship had appeared in her line of vision, a big black galleon, its huge white sails billowing, black guns and cannon glistening in the sunlight. It was racing toward them. Nothing she had ever seen had appeared more threatening, more lethal. Even as Katherine watched, it came closer and closer still.

Juliet saw the pirate ship, too, and she whimpered.

The two girls stood at the porthole, unable to move, stiff with terror, vainly trying to fight panic, listening to the explosions tearing apart their ship, explosions which were coming with increasing frequency. The vessel had begun to list again badly to starboard. Chaos seemed to reign on the deck above. The battle seemed to go on forever. Time stood still.

And then, abruptly, the cannons stopped.

Katherine and Juliet were gripping one another’s hands so tightly that they were locked together. The two girls’ eyes met. Suddenly they disengaged their numb fingers. “Is it over?” Juliet whispered.

Katherine did not know—but then the sound of musket fire began in frenzied earnest. And shouts, raised and triumphant. And their ship lurched hard, as if pushed. And suddenly swords clanged, again and again, viciously.

“They have boarded,” Katherine cried, now mindless with fear. “They have boarded us!”

Juliet sobbed once, her hand against her mouth.

Katherine swallowed hard. “Juliet—you know what will happen to us.”

Tears filled Juliet’s eyes. “But afterward…we will be ransomed.”

“Will you want to live without your virtue?”

Juliet inhaled. “I don’t know. Katherine, I am only fifteen. I do know that I don’t want to die.”

Katherine knew she did not want to die either, but she had heard stories, and she imagined that, a few hours from now, both she and Juliet would wish themselves dead. “We have no weapons,” she said with surprising calm, closing her eyes briefly.

“We cannot fight pirates,” Juliet responded.

“Not to fight them,” Katherine said, regarding her friend. “But to end our own lives.”

Their gazes held. They did not speak again. There was nothing to say. Even if they could find the courage to kill themselves before the pirates plundered the ship and captured them, they had no weapons with which to do so. There was nothing for them to do, then, but be brave and await their fate.

 

An hour later it began. Someone tried to open the door to their cabin. When he failed, he called out in a foreign tongue. Katherine and Juliet did not speak, did not move, did not even breathe for fear of being detected. The intruder stomped away.

Both girls were now dressed, having realized that they had no wish to be captured in their nightclothes. Juliet turned to Katherine. “He was speaking Gaelic. Could he be Irish? Or was he a Scot?”

“I am not sure,” Katherine said unsteadily. Suddenly tears formed in her eyes. “If you think the fact that I am Irish will spare us if they are Irish, you are wrong. Pirates are not loyal to anyone, Juliet, except themselves, surely you know that.”

“Sssh!! He is coming back!”

The girls froze, arm in arm, as two men spoke to each other outside their door. And then an object was banged upon the door and wood splintered. The blade of an ax appeared through the shredded wood.

Katherine pulled Juliet closer. She was older than her friend and somehow she felt responsible for her. She would protect Juliet if she could. But her knees were still horribly weak, and her legs were shaking.

A hand darted through the wood and the bolt was shoved aside. The door burst open. Two seamen in black breeches and plain tunics burst into the room. They were huge men, carrying swords and wearing daggers, their weapons and clothing splotched with blood. The pirates froze, surprised to see the girls.

Then they exchanged glances. One of them was huge and baldheaded, and he stepped forward, his gaze going from Katherine to Juliet and then back to Katherine again. Katherine stepped in front of Juliet. She and the bald pirate stared at one another. Katherine was tensed, awaiting his lecherous assault. But it never came.

He only spoke to the other pirate, and when he did, he spoke in Gaelic, which Juliet could not understand but Katherine could. He said, “We’ll bring them above to the captain. He’ll be pleased with this.”

Katherine’s heart was in her mouth, beating a mile a minute. “Who is your captain?” she asked with false bravado. “I demand to see him immediately!”

If the seaman was surprised that she had understood him and spoke Gaelic herself, he did not show it. “Don’t fret, lass. The captain is waiting to meet you.”

Katherine took Juliet’s hand, hoping to give her courage to face their impending ordeal, but then the pirates separated them, each man grabbing one of the girls. Katherine cried out, attempting to jerk free of her captor, but he took her elbow firmly in his hand. And he pulled her forward and into the narrow hall and up the stairs, Juliet following with the other man.

Katherine gasped when they stepped out upon the deck. It was unnaturally still. But the pirates were everywhere, clad in their short breeches, wielding their long swords. She saw that the French crew were all in irons, and that several of the men had been wounded, perhaps seriously. Sir William Redwood and his men were also bound in manacles and under guard. Sir William appeared unhurt and furious. But relief filled his eyes when he saw that the girls were still unharmed.

Katherine’s gaze swept the deck. Part of the stern had suffered from the fire, the wooden deck charred and blackened, smoke still hanging in the air. Sections of the ship’s railing had been destroyed as well. One of the largest masts had been shorn in two, and lay like a huge broken tree across half of the middle decks, the great canvas sail forming puffy piles around it. And then when she gazed at the topmost deck, she saw him.

Without being told, she knew that he was the master of these pirates.

Katherine stared, her heart beating madly. He stood on the forecastle in pale hose and thigh-high black boots, a loose white linen shirt, its laces open, fluttering about him. He was a huge man, far taller than Katherine, broad of shoulder, narrow of hip, long and powerful of leg. His hair was gold, cropped short, and it was brighter than the sun. He had one hand on his sheathed sword and he stood easily, riding the ship the way the ship rode the swells of the sea. He surveyed the deck below him as if he surveyed his kingdom.

Katherine felt his power and saw his arrogance and she hated him for all he had done and for all he was about to do.

And then she realized that he surveyed her as well.

Across the charred deck, his cool questing eyes held hers. Katherine froze. Never in her life had she been more vulnerable. He stared, and between them she felt an invisible tightening, as if a powerful cable was being winched tight and tighter still. Katherine could not breathe.

Slowly, he smiled. And she felt as if she were some pitiful earthbound hare and he the great gyrfalcon, slowly circling above her, preparing himself for the kill.

Katherine dug in her heels as the sailor abruptly propelled her forward, toward him, and marched her across the decks. “No,” she said, raw panic chasing away any show of courage which she might make. Raw panic, and raw fear.

The golden pirate watched her, no longer smiling.

“No,” Katherine cried again, balking like a mule.

With the slightest inclination of his golden head, he signaled his sailor and the man jerked her forward and hauled her up the set of steps to the deck where he stood. The boat was rocking and Katherine was weak, not just with terror, but from the terrible ordeal of withstanding the long battle, and when the sailor released her, her knees finally gave way and she sank down onto the deck at the pirate’s feet.

Katherine gripped the wooden floorboards, willing herself to rise, but her body would not obey and she could do no more than look up.

He gazed down at her from his incredible height. The wind whipped a few short gold curls away from his stunning face, revealing high, hard cheekbones, a strong, determined jaw, and an arrow-straight, finely chiseled nose. The wind did not cease, pushing at his loose, open shirt, molding it against his body. A wide swath of his broad, bronzed chest was revealed by his open laces, while the fine linen fabric outlined the length of his torso, his concave stomach, and the narrowness of his hips. The fluttering of his shirt also revealed the very heavy bulge of his manhood between his thighs. Katherine sucked in her breath, praying he was one of those fops who still wore a codpiece. If not, he would kill her when he raped her.

Glinting gray eyes met her gaze—and Katherine could not look away.

“I am Liam O’Neill,” he said, his smile hard and satisfied. “The captain of this ship.”

Katherine could not respond—could not remove her gaze from his.

Something began to smolder in his eyes. His smile widened—but it was far from reassuring. “What is it that I have captured? Such a pretty prize. A veritable treasure, it seems, a gem amongst so much lead and ore. Come, sweetheart, come.”

And he reached down for her.
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Before Katherine could react, the golden pirate was bending over her and, with a grip of steel, pulled her to her feet.

Her wide eyes locked with his. Satisfaction gleamed there. Abruptly Katherine regained her senses and she yanked her arm back. To little avail; his grip was not broken. He smiled, his teeth flashing white.

“Unhand me!” Katherine cried, rising hysteria sounding in her tone.

Surprise filled his gray gaze—quickly followed by amusement. “As you wish, mistress.”

The instant she was free she backed away from him, rubbing her wrist, never taking her eyes from his face. He regarded her with lazy anticipation. He was supremely confident. Katherine realized that she was shaking visibly. How could he not be certain of victory? He was the captain of the pirates, the king of this thieving lot, and she was his helpless prisoner. Her glance shot to the right, to the cold winter gray swells of the sea.

“There is no escape, mistress,” the pirate said softly. “Unless you think to jump to your death?”

That thought was just occurring to her. He recognized her intent in that same moment. As Katherine turned with the intention of hurling herself to a watery grave, he leapt upon her. She was pulled against his muscular body from behind—and wrapped in his embrace.

She screamed in impotence and fear and anger, twisting, desperate to escape. His iron grip only fueled her anger and encouraged her to increase her futile efforts at resistance. She grew so faint from her exertions that she feared she might collapse in his arms. Finally he grew bored. Abruptly he tightened his arms around her, and she was forced to become absolutely still.

“Better,” he breathed against her neck and ear. “I can not allow you to escape, mistress; in truth, you have only succeeded in whetting my appetite further.”

Katherine trembled. Would he rape her now—on the deck—publicly? “Please.”

“Please, what?” His arms were still wrapped around her waist. When he spoke, his mouth brushed her neck, and sparks of unwelcome sensation seemed to ignite there. His body, pressed against hers, was far too warm, and far too hard. Katherine had never before been held by a man. It was shocking. It was terrifying. Katherine found it difficult to breathe. “Please, let me go.” She was acutely aware of every male inch of him.

He turned her to face him. “Come, sweetheart, I am not going to hurt you. Do not be afraid.”

Katherine jerked her arm free of his. But suddenly she was hopeful, and it showed in her eyes.

His beautiful mouth curled. “You misunderstand me. I will not hurt you, but surely you do not think to dissuade me from the pleasures of your body? Have you not heard it said that all is fair in love and war? Do you not understand that to the victors go the spoils—and that you are, by far, the loveliest treasure I have won in some time?”

Katherine stood very still. “This is not love.”

His pause was brief, barely discernible. “No.”

“And to attack a small ship like this, ’tis not war. ’Tis piracy, ’tis savage aggression,” Katherine cried.

His gaze was hooded, but his teeth glimmered white again. “But I am a savage, fair lady, and wars of words, while amusing, cannot deter me from your charms and my evil design.”

Katherine was rigid, anger flaring and mingling with her fear. “How does one argue with a savage?”

“A difficult task,” he agreed.


“You must release me! My father—”

He cut her words off. “No.”

Katherine looked into his cold gray eyes and knew that she would not be able to move this man. Hatred welled up within her. “Damn you.”

His response was a flash of white teeth and a short, rich chuckle. “From the lips of a near nun?”

“You play God with my life!” she shouted furiously.

“I am only intent on bedding you, mistress, not murdering you.”

“’Tis the same.”

His glance grew speculative. “You would jump to your death before lying with me? Or perhaps, afterward?”

Her glance strayed to the sea. She knew she did not have the courage to do it, but she lied. “Yes.”

“Suicide is a greater sin than fornication.” His glance impaled hers.

He blurred before her very eyes. “Then perhaps you will feel some remorse in the end.”

He tilted up her chin. “How very foolish you are. I will not let you jump to your death. And I shall show you just how foolish you are.”

“No,” Katherine said, shaking her head. “No. There is nothing you can do or say to convince me to lie with you.”

His smile dawned, slow and bright. For a moment he did not speak. “On the morrow, Katherine, you will be whispering words of sweet, undying love in my ear whilst begging me not to leave your bed.”

Katherine gasped. She was incredulous. She could only stare up at his beautiful, arrogant face.

He turned to the big, bald pirate who had brought her up from below. “Escort the ladies to the Sea Dagger, Macgregor. And if a single hair is missing from either of their heads, your bald pate will roll into the sea without further ado.”

“Aye, Captain,” Macgregor said, apparently unperturbed by the threat.

And as the brawny sailor took her arm and escorted her across the deck toward the warship that was hooked to the trader, Katherine was relieved. Their first confrontation was over, she had not been raped—she had thus far survived.

But he had made his intentions clear. She was being removed to the pirate ship and sometime this evening he would take her to his bed. She had gained but a momentary respite.

But a brief respite was better than none at all. Some of Katherine’s fear began to subside. Surely, if she were very clever, she could extricate herself from a fate worse than death.

 

Macgregor left Juliet and Katherine in the captain’s cabin alone. Katherine was shocked. Juliet was also agape. This was a pirate’s den?

The cabin was intricately paneled in teakwood. Dozens of beautiful rugs covered most of the gleaming oak floor. Under one of the cabin’s five portholes were some half dozen oversize Turkish pillows, embroidered and tasseled. A small tufted ottoman in emerald green silk made it appear that someone, perhaps the pirate captain, actually reclined Muslim-style upon those pillows.

A large, nearly black, wood dining table, its heavy pedestal boasting four clawed feet, graced the far end of the room. Six leather-backed Spanish chairs surrounded it. One end of the table was used as a desk, for it was covered with maps and charts, inkhorn and quill, and books.

One wall boasted a bookcase almost as high as the ceiling. Every inch was crammed with leather-bound volumes. Another wall held an exquisite pine armoire. Two delicate French chairs with embroidered blue cushions were on either side.

At the other end of the cabin was a bed. It was fit for one of the state rooms at Hampton Court. The canopy was a royal purple damask, the underside pleated gold silk. The curtains were of royal purple velvet, pulled back by heavy red-and-gold cords. Gold-and-red down quilts covered the bed, and embroidered pillows similar to those Katherine had worked upon in the convent were strewn about it. Katherine did not recognize the coat-of-arms above the headboard, but noted the fleur-de-lis and recognized that it was French.

There was also a large, boldly carved chest at the foot of the bed. She recognized the Celtic design atop the padlocked lid instantly—the chest had come from her homeland. And upon the walls of the cabin were numerous works of art.

Katherine turned to face Juliet, who stood in front of the door. “What kind of place is this?”

“Katherine—undoubtedly this very room is a testimony to all the ships the pirate has plundered.”

Katherine realized that Juliet was correct. This room was evidence of many years of savage theft and bloody mayhem committed upon the high seas. This room was proof positive of his evil pirate ways. Then Katherine saw the bed.

She had remarked it before, of course. But in passing. Now she stared at it. Riveted. In her mind’s eye she saw herself upon the soft mattress, thrashing, the pirate on top of her, ravishing her, laughing. She cried out and rushed across the room, past Juliet. Wildly she tried the door, but it was barred from the outside.

Juliet put her arm around her. “Katherine, what are we going to do?”

“I don’t know. I am so afraid.” Katherine looked around, then finally chose to sit in one of the heavy Spanish chairs. Her eyes widened when she grasped the chair and it did not move. It was tied down to the floor. She realized that everything in the cabin must be similarly secured. She slid into the chair and closed her eyes.

She felt extraordinarily tired, but her heart was pounding, too, in anticipation of the horror that was to come and from knowing that she must still attempt to defend herself. For she did not believe the pirate’s declaration that he would not hurt her; such a statement, coming from such a man, was ludicrous. Katherine knew that she must reveal herself as the earl of Desmond’s daughter immediately. Surely he would leave her virtue intact once he learned her identity, and give her over to her father for a handsome ransom.


Katherine recalled the pirate’s smoldering gray eyes. She had never seen a man look at her in such a way before.

She shook. Instinct warned her that the pirate would toy with her as a cat did a mouse, then take her, ransom or no. She crossed herself, praying that she was wrong.

A moment later he entered the cabin. Katherine jerked upright as he closed the heavy door behind him. Juliet darted to where Katherine sat, but he did not even glance at her. His gaze slid over Katherine. Clearly he undressed her with his eyes. Katherine’s breathing was shallow. Her heart felt as if it might leap right out of her breast. She flushed in response to his insolence.

Finally he turned his gaze from her to Juliet and crooked his finger. “You, my lady, come.”

Juliet froze.

Katherine was horrified—what did he intend for her younger friend? Surely he would not abuse them both? She was on her feet, in front of Juliet. “S-she stays w-with me.”

He raised one of his brows and laughed. “How brave you are, mistress. But you do not give orders upon my ship. Lady, come.”

Juliet did not move, and Katherine gripped her arm, preventing her from obeying him. “What do you intend?”

He held her eyes. “Not what you are so obviously thinking, sweetheart. I have no need of your friend—your charms will occupy me well this night. But unless you wish an audience, the lady leaves.”

Katherine swallowed, her color higher. She did not release Juliet. “C-captain.”

He looked amused.

“You surely think to ransom me?”

His gaze moved from her eyes, to her full mouth, then down to her bosom, flattened by the current style of dress. Katherine’s nipples were tight. From breathing so hard and fast. Did he now notice the shabby state of her clothing, or the charms he had so recently referred to? “’Tis not what you must think!” she cried in a rush. “I am no serving girl; I am the daughter of an earl!”

He lifted one tawny brow slightly.


“I swear upon the cross and all that is holy,” Katherine said frantically, “I am the earl of Desmond’s daughter.”

He said, “Lady Juliet. Do you wish to be removed in a forcible manner from this cabin?”

Juliet shook her head no, freed herself from Katherine’s grasp, and quickly walked toward the pirate. Katherine was panicked, aware that her fate was soon to be sealed. The captain of the Sea Dagger opened the door. Macgregor waited there with supreme indifference. Juliet was handed over to the seaman, and then the door was closed and the pirate faced Katherine, a slow smile spreading across his face. He moved toward her.

Katherine lost the last of her good sense. As he came forward she flew toward the door. He caught her easily as she tried to rush past him, and a moment later she was pressed against the very door she wished to escape through. But his huge hands held her shoulders firmly, pinning her to the wood, and one of his thighs was suddenly between her legs, much too intimately. Katherine could not move.

“So foolish, sweetheart. I am not going to hurt you. I would never hurt a flower such as you. Pluck, yes. Hurt, no.”

Katherine tried to compose herself in the face of his soft, seductive tone—no easy task when pressed against his formidable body. “I am the earl’s daughter,” she said desperately. “He will kill you for this trespass.”

“Desmond can hardly kill me,” he said easily. He did not appear to be moved at all by the fact of her parentage.

“Then you do not know him,” Katherine insisted.

“I know him,” he said, and then he touched her face with one hand. His palm stroked her cheek and jaw. Katherine froze, wishing he would cease his butterfly touch.

“And soon I will know you,” he whispered, his mouth coming close to hers. “Soon I must know you.”

Katherine gasped then, for his huge phallus brushed against the joining place of her thighs.

He murmured, “You are a great beauty, mistress, the kind of woman to haunt a man’s dreams.”

Katherine’s gaze flew to his. He had not moved away from her and she was acutely aware of his virility, and what would soon happen if she did not somehow defend herself. And for one single moment, she did not, could not, move.

Abruptly she writhed and jerked against him, but he only tightened his grip upon her. “You have hardly dreamed of me, pirate, for we have just met!”

He grinned briefly. “I am going too fast. That is not my intention.” But he did not move away from her. “Relax, sweetheart, relax. You cannot win in any love play that occurs between us. I am far too experienced. I am not going to hurt you. I am going to please you.”

Katherine was frozen but a moment. “You think to steal my virtue and not hurt me? ’Tis impossible! And a man such as you could never please me—not in any way.”

He laughed. And as he laughed, he slid one arm behind her, drawing her even farther into his embrace. Again he touched her face, his fingertips fluttering across her skin. “Foolish—innocent—green.”

Katherine trembled. His tone was far too soft. “Release me,” she whispered.

“I can—and shall—please you, darling, in every possible way.” His regard held hers.

She could hardly guess at his meaning, but she blushed. Crazy, jumbled images of a man and woman entwined rushed through her mind, the man big and bold and blond.

“There will only be one moment of pain,” he murmured. “And then there will be so much pleasure that you will forget all else but your desire.”

“No! Never!” she cried, forcing aside her imaginings.

His answer was a smile. “Taste me,” he said, and then he bent forward and brushed her mouth with his.

Katherine was unyielding. She tried to beat at his chest. But it was impossible. Quickly he caught her wrists, immobilizing her fully. His mouth was firm but gentle. He began to tease the seam of her lips with his tongue. Katherine realized that she was not breathing. When she did not open for him, he began, very gently, to nibble on the fullness of her lower lip. And all the while his manhood pulsed there between her legs, where he had lodged himself.


Her pulse pounded so hard she thought her heart might explode.

Katherine finally gasped for air, no longer able to deny her lungs. The pirate made a thick sound deep in his throat while he filled her completely. Katherine cried out, struggling anew, to no avail. His tongue swept the depths of her mouth. It was a stunning act of possession.

Katherine’s knees gave way and she sagged, but his iron grip prevented her from falling to the floor. And suddenly he tore his mouth from hers.

Dazed, Katherine stared into his eyes. She could not yet move. No one had ever hinted to her that such a kind of kiss was possible.

Katherine realized that she clung to his broad shoulders, and she tried to push him away. He allowed her to put a small distance between their heated bodies. She forced her thoughts away from the hot, hard feel of him, and spoke. It was not true, but she said, “My father will not pay a ransom if you abuse me.”

He smiled, bent his head, and kissed her neck. Katherine gasped. His mouth moved around her throat, forming an imaginary necklace with his kisses. Her heart beat harder, so hard he must surely hear it. He lifted his head, smiling again. “There shall be no abuse, sweetheart. I would never abuse a woman such as you.”

“You do not take me seriously!” she cried.

“No, I take you very seriously, indeed,” he murmured, holding her gaze.

Katherine could not guess at his meaning, but was certain there was more to his words than she could comprehend. “Then free me, unharmed,” she said.

His gaze flickered over her face, then over her breasts. “I cannot.”

Katherine cried out. “Why not?” It was a demand.

His jaw flexed. He was deadly earnest now, and it was hard to believe that just a few moments earlier he had been smiling. His fingers brushed her jaw once again. “Because you are the loveliest woman I have ever seen, and I want you very badly.”

Katherine was incredulous. “But you cannot have me! I am not a pretty red apple, to be plucked and devoured on a whim. I am Katherine FitzGerald, daughter of the earl of Desmond, a noblewoman born and bred. You cannot have me!”

His gaze held hers, brilliant, diamondlike. It was a moment before he spoke. “To the contrary, not only can I have you, I shall,” he said. “You do not seem to understand. We are not in Desmond. We are on my ship. On the open sea. I am king here, master of everyone and everything you see. The moment you passed into my hands, you belonged to me. Katherine, I have no intention of hurting you. I do not rape virgins. You fear me now, but before the night is through, I shall prove your fear misplaced.”

For a moment she stared at him, speechless. Just past his shoulder she saw the big bed. “Think of the ransom I can bring! S-surely that is worth more than a passing pleasure!”

The corners of his lips lifted ever so slightly. “Did you not hear a word I said? I have no wish to ransom you.” He lifted her chin. His gaze moved to her
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