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Chapter One
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Somewhere in the North Sea

April 1810

––––––––
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THORN STOOD AT THE bow of his ship, My Hedera, and stared into the dark night, lost in deep thought. The brigantine dipped and swayed into the huge waves. Dark storm clouds stretched across the skies and blended into the black sea. None of the stars lit the sky because the heavens had opened for a fierce storm. He ran his fingers through his long, dark, wet hair, and then brought his hands down to his sides, fisting them in anger. The storm was nothing compared to the turmoil of emotions that ran through him.

“Captain, do you think it’s her?” His first mate shouted to be heard above the thunder as he twisted his hat in his hands.

“I don’t know Sammy. I don’t know,” Thorn whispered into the storm.

Marcus Thornhill, Thorn, to his friends continued to stare into the dark night. He knew it was her, but he just didn’t want to admit to it to himself. As he tried to gain control of his anger, he also tried to figure out who would have done such an awful thing to her. He needed to be calm before his return, but he was furious with himself. If he would have come home sooner, he could have prevented this from happening.

Thorn made his way down the stairs to his cabin, where he found her asleep on his bed. She hadn’t woken since they discovered her in the small lifeboat adrift aimlessly in the sea. He didn’t know how long she had been out there, but her clothes were soaked through from the rain. The night air was frigid, and she would have frozen to death if they had gotten to her any later. Thorn could still remember how her body felt as he lifted her from the boat—chilled to the bone, lips blue, and body shaking uncontrollably.

He was grateful Sammy had been on the lookout for any suspicious ships in the area and had called Thorn to investigate when he’d spied the lifeboat in the open sea. Thorn didn’t know if it was a trap or not, so he decided to row to the boat himself to see what floated in the middle of nowhere.

He was not prepared for what he saw—a lifeless, abandoned girl with nothing for her comfort. He climbed into the boat and knelt next to the girl, pulling her wet hair away from her face. Long and blonde, it clung to her cheeks and neck. His heart stopped as he took in what he saw as a familiar face of his past. It looked like her, but he wasn’t sure. He only knew he must get her to safety.

He lifted her from the puddle of water that had collected in the boat. As he lifted her in his arms, he yelled at his men for a blanket. He passed her to one of his men as he made his way back onto the boat. As he settled down, he wrapped her in the blanket and held her tight in his arms.

“Get us back to ship swiftly!” Thorn shouted at his men.

As they rowed back, the rain started again and pelted their bodies harshly. Thorn pulled her closer into the warmth of his body to protect her from the storm.

When they returned to the ship, Thorn ordered someone to take her to his cabin. As Jake carried out his order, Thorn ordered the rest of the crew to prepare the ship for a storm.

He had so many questions that needed answered, but for now he had to help her stay alive. She had to live, because without her, his life wasn’t worth living.

She lay on his bed so lifeless. If it weren’t for her soft moans, Thorn would have thought she died while he was on the top deck. Thorn reached to touch her red cheek to realize her body burned. He went to the door and called for Sammy.

Sammy limped into the room. “What do you need, Capt’n?”

“Fetch me some wet towels. I need to bring down her fever.”

~~~~~
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SAMMY LEFT THE CABIN and returned quickly, bringing with him a bowl of cold water and towels. He watched as the captain wetted the towels and gently wiped them over the young girl’s face. He noticed how the captain took such gentle care of her, like she was a priceless doll. He had never seen this side of the captain before, not that he was a cold man, but during times of war, the captain couldn’t show his softer side. They’d all be dead if he did.

“Capt’n?” Sammy tried to get Thorn’s attention.

Thorn turned toward Sammy, realizing Sammy was still in his cabin. He raised his eyebrows at him in silent inquiry of why he still remained.

“The storm is getting worse, sir. We need you on deck,” Sammy stuttered.

“Get all hands on deck and steer her to calmer seas yourself. I’m needed here. I cannot abandon her again,” Thorn shouted in annoyance.

Sammy left the cabin, climbed on deck, and called all men on deck to help him get the ship to safer waters. Sammy directed the crew to their positions while he took his position behind the wheel. The crew worked to lower the sails while Sammy started to steer them out of the storm. They had their work cut out for them tonight because the wind was strong, and the sea was rougher than ever. Their feet were unsteady on deck as the sea threw the ship back and forth between the waves. It will be a miracle to keep this boat afloat, Sammy thought, but he planted his feet firmly and held onto the ship’s wheel for dear life.
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Chapter Two
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SHE MOANED SOFTLY. THORN pulled the covers back and noticed she still wore the sea and rain-soaked dress. When Thorn realized that was the cause for her fever, he slowly cut the wet dress from her body. As he pulled away the soaked material and wiped her dry with a towel. He slid off her chemise, lay her back on the bed, and pulled the covers over her naked body. Her body was on fire and grew hotter by the moment.

Thorn reached for the washcloth and dipped it into the cold water. He slid the wet towel gently over her body and tried to cool her. He repeated this over and over to bring her comfort. As he did this, he noticed the long scar that ran along the back of her thigh. He traced the scar with his finger. 

“Ivy,” he whispered.

It was her. When he gazed upon her face, he saw the woman he loved. Thorn noted the subtle changes from youth to womanhood that occurred since last he’d last saw her.

​His last memory of her was of a young beauty of sixteen on the verge of womanhood, but seven years had passed since then. In those years, she matured into a beautiful temptress. Even wet and sick she was all he desired. He also observed the beads of sweat dotting her forehead as a fever overtook her body. It appeared she grew worse.

She mumbled in her sleep and did not make sense at first. Then as the night wore on, her cries grew louder. Thorn could hear the misery in her voice as she spoke in her sleep.

“You have to help me escape, Tommy. Please, you can come with me.”

“Charles, you must go to the authorities with this information.”

“I feel so alone, there is no one else to help me. There is one person, but I know he will never return.”

Her sickness continued for two days before she took a turn for the worse. It seemed like she gave up the fight to live. She no longer talked and thrashed around. Her body grew hotter and more lifeless. Then the chills overtook her body. Thorn felt so helpless, he didn’t know what more he could do for her. He fed her water from a spoon and wiped her body countless times with cold, wet towels. Even as he held her hand and spoke soothing words it didn’t help her get any better.

Meanwhile, the boat rocked and groaned as it fought the fierce sea, rising high above the water, floating in midair for a few brief seconds, only to slam back upon the rough waters. It would repeat this over and over throughout the days and nights. Sammy would come in, give him reports, serve him food, and ask about the lass. The crew appeared to hold their own. He trusted Sammy to keep it under control.

On the third day, they hit quieter waters. It still rained, sometimes heavier than others but not as fierce. But she became worse. Thorn slid off his clothes and crawled under the covers with her. He pulled her body against his and gave her all his warmth. She felt so small and lifeless in his arms. As his hands slid along her body, he hoped to warm her up. Her chills shook them both. Thorn heard her teeth rattle together. He spent the night like this as he touched her and whispered words into her ears. Thorn wanted her to know he was there and to fight. Not to give up. He would be here for her when she awoke.

Thorn drifted to sleep this way and held her close to his heart. When he awoke a few hours later he noticed her chills stopped and the fever had come down. He sensed they were almost out of the woods. He did not want to let her go, so he tightened his hold on her and drifted back to sleep.

When Thorn awoke again, he watched her sleep as he held her. He understood this was wrong. She was out of harm’s way, and he shouldn’t lie with her this way. Even though nothing happened, he had compromised her. Yet, Thorn didn’t want to release her from his embrace. This was the only time he could remain with her with his guard relaxed, and he wished for a few more precious moments. Beautiful didn’t even begin to describe her. Even in sickness she held the look of an angel. She always was his angel from heaven.

He softly stroked her cheek and touched the softness of her skin against his rough hands. They were callused from all the hard work he performed on his ship. Thorn remembered the last time he touched her cheek—in another time and another place. Seven years ago. So much had happened since then, but he remembered the day like it was yesterday.

He watched her as she picked the flowers in his mother’s garden. She was so young, so fresh, and he realized he shouldn’t feel for her as he did. There were too many years separating them. But he was in love with her. She was bent over the rose bush as she talked to the flowers about how beautiful they were and how wonderful they would look for his mother in her bedroom. Her eyes rose and noticed him as he watched her.

“Oh, Marcus, you scared me. I didn’t see you standing there. Your mother, she is well, isn’t she?”

“Yes, she is fine, just resting,” Marcus answered.

“Oh good. I have been so worried about her.”

“I know you have been. You have been so helpful through her sickness. We are forever grateful to you, My Lady.”

“Marcus, don’t ‘My Lady’ me. We are family. You know I think of your mother as mine. Our fathers are best friends, just like you and Charles.”

“Are we friends, Ivy?” Marcus asked softly.

Ivy blushed a pretty shade of pink as she lowered her head and sighed. “Yes, Marcus, we are friends.”

Marcus wanted to be more than friends with her. He reached out and gently stroked her cheek as he ran his thumb across her lips. She raised her head to stare into his eyes.

“Marcus?” Ivy asked in confusion.

He bent his head to brush his lips across hers, so gently he could barely feel their lips touch. But it was enough for him to feel an impact in his very soul. Ivy gasped and dropped her basket of flowers. She stood on her tiptoes to reach his lips to better press them into his. Thorn groaned and brought her deeper into his arms. He pulled her higher on his chest and devoured her mouth. When she responded with eagerness, he kissed her deeply, a long, slow, gentle kiss to draw out her sweetness, breath by breath.

He could feel Ivy grab onto his shoulders to hang on tightly. He softly brushed his lips against hers as he pulled away. Thorn stared as Ivy slowly opened her eyes. Her eyes were dazed as she stared into his. Then when she became aware of his hold on her, she blushed even deeper.

“Forgive me, Ivy. I shouldn’t have done that,” Marcus said as he lowered Ivy to her feet and slowly drew away from her. “I have overstepped my bounds, especially because of all that you have done for us these past two weeks.”

Ivy looked away and twisted her hands together as she glanced at the flowers. When she realized she dropped them, she bent down to gather them again and remained quiet. Marcus knelt to assist her with the flowers and help her to her feet.

“Say something, Ivy. I am so sorry. I never should have pressed myself onto you.”

Ivy stared at him as a tear slid from her eye and whispered, “Why did you?”

“I can’t explain it, and you are too young to understand the depth of my feelings for you. I am too old for you. I couldn’t help myself when I glimpsed at you standing there. You have been so helpful to us here at Thornhill,” Thorn explained as he wiped the tear from her cheek.

“So, you kissed me out of gratitude?” Ivy asked in shock.

“No, the kiss meant nothing in regard to gratitude. You looked so pretty in the garden. With the sun shining down on your hair, you are a breath of fresh air to gaze upon.”

Ivy put her fingers to her lips and whispered, “Do you regret kissing me?”

Marcus grabbed Ivy’s hands and held them in his. He leaned over and gently placed a kiss on top of her head as he squeezed her hands.

“No, our kiss is one thing in my life I will never regret. But it was a mistake. Nothing can ever come of this.”

“Why?” Ivy asked.

“Because we are wrong for each other, and I am leaving tonight. I don’t know when I will return or if I will return from this war. Also, you are going to London for your first season. I won’t take that opportunity away from you.”

“I don’t care about the season. I only want you. I’ve only ever wanted you. I love you, Marcus.”

“But I don’t love you, Ivy.”

Marcus watched as the color left Ivy’s face as she gasped. She lifted her hand to her mouth; her fingers touched her lips as she looked into Thorn’s eyes. He felt her tears before he saw them slide slowly out of her eyes and trail down her cheeks. She ran into the house, leaving him in the garden to become like all the other statues in his mother’s garden when he turned to stone.

Thorn watched her sleep. That was all he had done for five days. His hands shook as he poured whiskey into a glass, the liquid sloshing all over. He raised the glass to his mouth, downed the whiskey, and felt the burn travel into his chest. The whiskey didn’t seem to do the trick he wanted it to. He still felt chilled to the bone from the thought that he might lose her before he even got to have her. Thorn poured himself one after another as he continued to watch her for any change.

He realized getting drunk was not the wisest course of action right now. But he didn’t see any other way to ease the ache in his heart. Thorn wanted to yell, scream, and pound out his anger. Not that any of that would be fair to his crew or to the young lady who lay helpless in his bed. He would get his revenge one day on whoever was responsible for this.
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Chapter Three
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WHILE SAMMY BATTLED THE FIERCE storm, Thorn battled the fiercest storm of Ivy’s life. The sun broke through the small window at the same moment her fever broke. As the sea settled into gentle waves, he waited for her to awaken, to show more sign of life. He needed to hear her speak his name.

As the soft light of dawn rose and shined in on her, Thorn noticed her lashes flutter softly against her cheek. He rose swiftly from his chair, toppling it to the floor as he rushed to her side. He gently brushed her long, blonde hair back from her face and held his breath to see if she finally awakened.

Her eyelids rose slowly as she came out of her deep sleep. She looked around and took in her surroundings. Thorn could see the confusion in her eyes as she glanced around the cabin before they settled on him.

“Marcus?” she whispered.

Thorn was so overcome with emotion he couldn’t answer her. He slid his hand down and laced his fingers through hers. He brought her hand to his mouth and brushed his lips across her fingers.

“My sweet Ivy,” he whispered back.

He sat on the edge of the bed and held onto her hand as his eyes roved over her body, making sure she was truly with him again. He felt so relieved. Thorn had feared this moment would never happen.

Ivy tried to sit up, but her body was weak. She fell back onto the pillows and moaned.

“What happened?” she asked Thorn.

Thorn rested next to her on the bed and adjusted the blankets around her body. He softly brushed her hair back from her face to let the softness drift through his fingers. Thorn laid his hand across her forehead to satisfy his curiosity that her fever had broken, and he let out a sigh when he felt her cool skin.

“You have been sick with a fever,” he told Ivy.

Ivy stared into Thorn’s eyes with confusion and asked, “How?”

“Well that is what I was hoping you would tell me. We found you drifting in a lifeboat in the open sea. How did you come to be there?” Thorn asked.

Ivy closed her eyes, brought her hand to her forehead, and rubbed her temples. Her head and body ached so badly. She really didn’t understand how she ended up on the lifeboat. She knew what happened to her before that, but she wasn’t ready to discuss it yet, especially with Thorn. He would think her so naïve, like he always did. She opened her eyes and saw how concerned Thorn was for her. Ivy didn’t want to, but she lied to him.

“I cannot recall. I’m trying to remember, but I just don’t know.”

Ivy moaned as she tried to get comfortable. She avoided eye contact with Thorn. He would know she lied because he always knew when she told the truth.

“It is all right, Ivy. Don’t worry yourself. We will get the answers in time. The most important thing now is for you to get well.”

Thorn laid a wet towel across her forehead.

“Close your eyes and rest. I will get you some broth and fresh water.”

Ivy lay back on the bed and closed her eyes while she listened to Thorn move around the cabin as he picked up items and put them away. She peeked out from the cloth and stared as he made his way to the door. He still looked as good as he did seven years ago, even with a full-grown beard and appearing like he hadn’t changed his clothes in a week. Ivy watched as Thorn left the cabin.

She slowly slid her body up the bed and started to slide her legs over when it dawned on her that she felt naked underneath the blanket. Ivy glanced under the blanket, and she was, indeed, naked. Her body grew warm as a blush spread over her entire body. Ivy gasped and grabbed the blanket tighter against herself. Where had her clothes gone? Who had taken the clothes off her body? Did Thorn see her naked? She was embarrassed and didn’t know how to broach the subject with him. There was no way she could remain unclothed. She needed clothes,  and she wanted to freshen up but didn’t want Thorn to walk in on her. Ivy was trapped in his bed with nowhere to go but to wait for him to return.

~~~~~
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THORN WALKED IN AND noticed Ivy resting on the edge of the bed with a charming blush spread across her cheeks. If he was not mistaken, it also spread across the rest of her body. What he wouldn’t do to view that. He imagined the soft red blush coloring her pale, soft skin, the color highlighting her softness into a warm glow. He felt himself harden at the thought of touching her and being entranced into the glow. Thorn realized he needed to get his thoughts under control and see to her comfort. But as he gazed at her all innocent and insecure, it only seemed to strengthen his desire. He closed his eyes for a moment to help him refocus on her comfort. By the time he opened his eyes, he had his mind and body under control.

“I have some broth for you to drink.”

“Um, Thorn, where are my clothes?”

“I’m sorry, Ivy, but I had to cut them off you.”

“Why?” Ivy asked.

“Because you were soaked through when we found you in the lifeboat. Your clothes were stuck so tightly to you, I had to remove them in a hurry and warm your body. The only way for me to achieve that was to cut them off with my knife,” Thorn explained.

Ivy stared at Thorn with her mouth slightly open. She was embarrassed and didn’t know how to answer. Thorn had seen her naked. Ivy glanced away, she could never stare him in the eyes again. Not sure how to respond, she lowered her eyes to stare as her fingers nervously picked at the blanket. Her fingers became more agitated as embarrassment overcame her.

Thorn could see how embarrassed Ivy was, so he decided to take pity on her. He went to his chest and dug out a shirt. He took the shirt over to her and laid it across her hands. Ivy gripped the soft fabric of his shirt, and her fingers sank into the softness. Thorn then turned his back to her. As he turned around, Ivy brought the shirt up to her nose and sniffed it. She closed her eyes. It smelled like Thorn, which was like heaven to her senses.

“Do you need any help placing the shirt on your body?”

“No, I can manage on my own,” Ivy choked out.

Ivy slipped Thorn’s shirt over her head and slid it along her body. It hung to her knees. To wear his shirt felt the same as when his warm arms embraced her all those years ago. She wrapped her arms around herself and stared at Thorn’s back. Ivy’s eyes roamed over his body as she took in every detail. He still looked as gorgeous as ever. His black hair was longer since the last she had set eyes upon him. It hung past his shoulders, and he kept raking his fingers through it as he waited on her before he could turn around. She noticed how his body had filled out with more muscles. Thorn was always in shape, but he appeared even more dangerous now. The years at war on his ship had shaped his body from the young man of leisure to a grown man with a purpose. He still made her heart beat fast, as it was now, and this was only the backside of him. The front side of Thorn was even more dangerous to gaze upon.

As Ivy’s eyes roamed back up his body, she noticed Thorn had looked over his shoulder at her and had seen her admiring him. When Ivy’s eyes met his, he turned his head around and cleared his throat.

“Are you finished getting dressed?”

“Yes, Thorn. You can turn around.”

Ivy bent her head to straighten the shirt around her knees, not wanting to meet his eyes. She was embarrassed that he’d caught her staring at him. She slid the blanket over her legs for something to keep her distracted. First, he saw her naked, then he caught her as she looked his body over as if she was starved for him.

Thorn watched Ivy and smiled to himself. He wanted to comment on her sightseeing but didn’t want to embarrass her any more than she already was. So, he reached for the broth and sat down next to her, extending the cup toward her.

“Drink a little of this, it will help you get stronger.”

Ivy reached for the cup, and her hand brushed against his. The touch of his hand was warm against her skin. His fingers lingered against hers as she lifted the cup to her mouth. She sipped the warm broth and felt her insides warm up. Whether it was from the touch of Thorn’s hand or the broth she didn’t know. She finished the broth and handed the cup back to Thorn. Ivy tucked her hair behind her ears and slid against the pillows. She brought her hand to her mouth and yawned. Her eyelids lowered, and she tried to open them wider.

“I’m sorry, Thorn. I am so tired.”

“Close your eyes. You need to rest.”

Thorn watched as Ivy drifted back to sleep. He slid the blankets back over her and tucked her into his bed. He leaned over to softly kiss her forehead. As he watched her sleep, he thought how grateful he was that she would be well. With enough rest, she would be back too normal soon, and then they could find the answers they needed.

Thorn knew she lied to him earlier. She might not have known how she came to be on the lifeboat, but she knew more than she let on. Why would she keep it a secret from him? Didn’t she understand he would do anything for her? He realized she thought he didn’t care, but that was far from the truth.

He knew Charles and Ivy were in trouble somehow. He would find out why and fix it for them, no matter what it took. Charles was his best friend and was like a brother to him. They had been involved in many jams together and always helped each other. It had to have something to do with the mysterious letter he sent Thorn a few months ago. Charles asked for help and he ignored it because it involved Ivy. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to see Ivy. He did. He just didn’t know how much longer he could go on in life pretending she didn’t exist. Even though he hadn’t seen her in seven years, his love for her only grew stronger. He didn’t think it was possible, but when he pulled her from the lifeboat, the feelings he had for her knocked him over. The anger and grief he experienced at that moment overwhelmed him. His emotions were still overpowering as he remembered her pale, lifeless body as it lay in a puddle of water at the bottom of the boat. Who did this to her and why?

​These were questions Ivy would answer as soon as she recovered. He needed to regain her trust. He understood that he’d hurt her years ago, and he had to do everything in his power to make it up to her. He remembered she was once in love with him, but the question he needed answered the most was if she still loved him today and would she love him forever? It was left to him to show her how much he loved her and that he would love her forever.

.
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Chapter Four
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WHEN IVY AWOKE, SHE realized she was alone in the cabin. She slowly slid from the bed, and her body shook as she tried to stand. She walked alongside the bed and held onto the edges until she was steady on her feet. Ivy released her hold and shuffled to the desk, her balance off as the ship swayed up and down with the waves. She clutched the desk, and as she slid into the chair her legs buckled underneath her. Her hands shook as she ran the tips of her fingers across the desk. When she closed her eyes, she pictured Thorn sitting there, plotting over his maps for the best course to direct his ship.

She knew Thorn worked for the government during the war and that they still sent him on special missions. She’d overheard their fathers discussing him late one night, and Ivy understood why he left her the way he did. They hadn’t realized she listened to their conversations about his dangerous missions. Everybody tried to keep it a secret from her. They thought she was too young and wouldn’t understand. To keep her distracted, her father had pushed her into the London seasons over the years and attempted to marry her off countless times. But Ivy had wanted nobody but Thorn, and she would wait for him, even if it took forever. His mother was the only one who understood. Ivy never told her about the kiss, but Katherine seemed to understand something had happened between them before he left.

Ivy rested her fingers against her lips and sighed softly. She could still feel the touch of his lips against hers after all these years. She also remembered the way he held her in his arms and whispered her name. Ivy never shared that passion with anybody but Thorn. She had never wanted to. Numerous gentlemen courted her, but nobody could make her feel the way Thorn made her feel. To savor his lips against hers again would be magical. But she must stay strong. She couldn’t let him hurt her again. These last few years without him had been lonely, and she didn’t want to live that way again.

There was a knock on the cabin door, and Ivy bid them to enter. A servant walked in and carried a tray of food.

“Well, lass, don’t you look like a beautiful summer flower. It is so good to see you up and about. I’ve brought you something to eat.”

“Thank you, sir. What is your name?” Ivy asked.

“My name is Samuel, but everybody calls me Sammy,” he answered as he took off his hat and bowed.

Ivy smiled. “Well Sammy, thank you for the food. Do you know where Thorn is?”

“Well, miss, the captain is tending to ship’s business. He said to let you know he will be in later to check in on you and that I am to get you whatever you need in the meantime.”

“I only need fresh water to clean with.”

Sammy laid the tray of food on the desk, talking to her as he moved the plates to the desk.

“You get eatin’ this. The captain wants you stronger.”

As Ivy sat and ate the plates of bread and cheese, Sammy went to fetch her fresh water. He limped in with the water and started to clean the cabin.

“I’ve never seen the captain so happy since you woke up, lass. He was might worried about you. Took care of you all by himself and wouldn’t let me help him at all. Gave me the task of steering the ship to safer waters. Don’t know who had the tougher job.” Sammy laughed.

Ivy smiled as she listened to Sammy talk about Thorn.

“How did you get hurt, Sammy? Did you slip on deck during the storm? I see you are limping.”

“Oh no, miss, that’s just an old injury acting up. Got that limp a few years back. If it weren’t for the captain I would have been a whole lot worse off. It acts up in the rain, it does.”

“What happened?”

“The captain saved my life that is what happened. I’m in his debt, lass. Not a better man around. You see it was like this ...”

“That’s enough, Sammy,” Thorn spoke from the door.

Thorn stopped Sammy before he told Ivy how he saved his life. He didn’t need Ivy to believe him to be a hero. While he was the one who saved Sammy’s life, he was also the one who risked Sammy’s life too. His first mate had the story all wrong, for Thorn was in the sailor’s debt, not the other way around.

“Yes, Captain,” Sammy mumbled as he walked out the door. “Just trying to sing your praises. Guess I won’t make that mistake again.”

Thorn smiled as he closed the door to the cabin. He leaned against it as he stared across the cabin at Ivy curled in his chair at the desk. She looked so much healthier. Her face wasn’t as pale anymore and her eyes looked refreshed as she gazed back at him. Thorn crossed his arms across his chest.

“Well you are looking refreshed,” Thorn commented.

“I hope you don’t mind me sitting at your desk?” Ivy asked as she ran her fingers across its top.

Thorn watched her fingers slid back and forth across the grain of the desk. As he watched how her fingers slid over the grooves, he imagined her fingers sliding over the grooves of his body. Her soft fingers would dip and sway along his arms and chest, his whole entire body marked as she marked the desk with her touch now.

“You are welcome anywhere on this ship, Ivy. How are you feeling?”

“I am still a little tired, but my body was stiff lying in bed. I wanted to move around and ended up here.”

Ivy noticed Thorn didn’t look at her but watched her fingers move across the desk. She stopped her fingers and slid her hands into her lap. Thorn looked up quickly. He cleared his throat as he moved away from the door and came to sit on the corner of the desk.

“Are you ready to talk about your ordeal?” Thorn asked.

“Aren’t you needed on deck? I realize I have kept you from your duties. Sammy told me how much work you need to do.”

Ivy tried to distract Thorn. She needed time to think and put her thoughts in order. Also, she needed to stall Thorn from all the questions he wanted answered.

Thorn saw the panic in Ivy’s eyes. She was scared and hiding something. He didn’t want to frighten her, so he decided to give her time to work out her thoughts. He stepped back from the desk and walked over to his chest and dug around for a coat to wear. Sammy steered them off course during the storm, so it would be a few days before they could dock the ship. He had plenty of time to earn her trust. After he shrugged on his coat, he turned toward Ivy.

“Yes, my lady, I am needed elsewhere for the moment. If you would excuse me, I must attend to the duties of my ship. If you have need of anything, Sammy is at your disposal.” Thorn walked toward Ivy and bent over to place a kiss on her head.

“I am so relieved you are alive and well.” He turned and strode from the cabin.

Ivy remembered the last time Thorn placed a kiss on her forehead like it was yesterday.

She had been in the garden where she gathered flowers for Thorn’s mother, Katherine. Ivy had stayed at Thornhill Manor for two weeks as she took care of Thorn’s mother, who was ill. Katherine was the mother Ivy never had after her own mother passed away when she was five. She had practically grown up at Thornhill. Their fathers were best friends and so were Ivy’s brother, Charles, and Thorn. The boys were inseparable, sometimes for good, but mostly they were caught in trouble. Ivy always tried to tag along after them, but the six year age difference sometimes made it too difficult to keep up with them. During those times, she and Katherine spent time together. So, when she became ill, Ivy rushed to Thornhill to care for her.

That was where Thorn found her on that glorious summer day, as she picked flowers. As she talked to the flowers, she heard the soft crunch of somebody as they walked on the gravel behind her. She turned and noticed Thorn leaned against one of the statues in the garden as he watched her. Ivy remembered blushing when she saw him. Thorn always flustered Ivy when she was near him. She didn’t understand why she got so tongue-tied, why her palms would sweat, and why she always seemed to wear a permanent blush around him. Not to mention why if felt like her heart would beat right out of her chest.

Ivy had always loved Thorn, but her feelings for him changed over that year. Like the moments when a spark ignited in their touch as their fingers brushed against each other. When their eyes would meet and they would have their own unspoken conversation. The connection seemed to have grown stronger, and there were times when she had seen the same longing in Thorn’s eyes when he watched her.

Ivy didn’t recall the exact words that were spoken, but she was in awe of Thorn’s flirtation with her. Thorn had never flirted with her, always just treating her like a kid sister. He always trifled with the sophisticated women of the aristocracy and the maidens in the village, but never with her. 

She thought to when Thorn ran his thumb across her lip and pulled her into his arms and gently kissed her. His kiss was so soft against her lips. Ivy remembered she slid her hands around his neck and ran her fingers through his hair. As she stood on her tiptoes, she brought his mouth to her lips to deepen the kiss. She could feel the slide of his tongue across her lips as it guided her mouth to open for him. His tongue slid inside her mouth softly, stroking against her tongue. Touching her. Tasting her.

Ivy moaned into his mouth. He’d lifted her higher against his body and pressed her breasts against his chest. Ivy clung to his shoulders, light-headed as he devoured her mouth.

Ivy had never been kissed before and had dreamed of this moment forever. To have his arms embrace her and his lips against hers had felt so wonderful. Ivy also recalled the loss as he pulled away from her to set her away from him. He told her how wrong it was that he kissed her and asked for her forgiveness. She could still remember what a fool she had been, confessing her love for him and begging him to love her in return. But worst of all was her memory of his rejection as he told her he didn’t return her love.

At Thorn’s desk, Ivy reached and slid her fingers though her hair where he had placed his lips again and kissed her, as he had kissed her all those years ago. She still loved him and always would, but this time it would be different. She would not let him know of her love. She would guard her heart. And to guard her heart, she also had to guard her secrets.
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Chapter Five
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THORN STAYED AWAY FROM the cabin all day and didn’t return until late in the night. He stayed away on purpose to give Ivy her space. He didn’t want to pressure her because he needed to rebuild the trust they had long ago. And to do that, he knew he had to stay away. Just being near her made him want to protect her and take care of her problems. But he could tell by the look in her eyes when she lied to him that she didn’t want to trust him with her troubles. So, he figured if he gave her time to be comfortable in his presence again, it would make her want to confide in him.

As Thorn came into the cabin, he noticed Ivy was curled asleep in his chair, her long legs tucked beneath his white linen shirt. Her head was tilted off to the side, which looked uncomfortable. Thorn bent over and lifted her into his arms. Ivy moaned as she settled her head underneath his chin. She snuggled into his arms and rested her hand in the opening of his shirt. Thorn stilled as Ivy’s fingers touched his skin. He closed his eyes at her innocent caress. His need for her overwhelmed him, and he could only imagined how he would react if she touched his body out of her need for him. Thorn pulled her closer to his chest as he walked over to the bed and held her for a few moments, gazing upon her sleeping face.

He didn’t want to lie her down; she was unguarded like this. It was as if he regarded the old Ivy, the one who trusted him and told him everything. He didn’t understand how to feel or act with the new Ivy, the one who kept secrets from him, who looked at him with guarded eyes full of mistrust and hurt. The hurt in her eyes pierced his soul more than anything. He would do whatever it took to wipe that stare away. He would persuade her to look at him again with trust and happiness, but most of all with love.

He lay her gently on the bed and tucked the blankets around her so she wouldn’t catch a chill. As he stood, he felt weary. He decided he would lie down for a few moments on top of the covers to think of his next course of action. Exhaustion overtook his body as he sunk into the bed, tired from the care he had given her the last few days and from the problems with the ship. The ship needed minor repairs from the storm, and they had gone farther out to sea than Thorn wanted. They were off course. But before they arrived into port, he needed time to convince Ivy to trust him and to confide how she became lost at sea. Thorn closed his eyes and drifted to sleep.

Ivy awoke to find herself wrapped in Thorn’s arms. She raised her eyes to his face to see he was still deep asleep. He looked much younger in his sleep, as his hair fell over his forehead and his face relaxed in slumber. Ivy realized how tired he must have been between the care of his ship and from his attention as he nursed her from her illness. She saw the weariness in him yesterday and realized she didn’t help him by holding onto her secrets. Ivy felt safe here in his arms and she closed her eyes as she savored the contentment.

“Ivy,” Thorn moaned in his sleep.

Ivy opened her eyes but saw he still slept. She reached out and softly ran her fingers across his forehead to brush his hair from his eyes. Ivy continued to run her fingers across his eyebrows and down his cheeks. She could stare at him like this all day. Unguarded. Ivy watched as Thorn slowly slid his eyes open to look deep into her eyes. The warmth of his dark blue eyes seemed to touch deep into Ivy’s soul and heated her up. He tightened his arms around her and pulled her body closer into his.

​He gently placed his lips against hers to kiss her fully awake. Ivy weakened by the softness of his kiss to her lips. She moaned as she slid her fingers through his long, dark hair. Thorn growled as his kiss deepened. He slid his tongue across her lips to place soft kisses against them. Ivy opened her mouth and Thorn slid his tongue inside Ivy’s mouth to slowly stroke her fires. When Ivy touched her tongue to Thorn’s tongue it made him kiss her more deeply and passionately. Then he stroked his tongue against hers and tasted her fully. Ivy drew his head toward her as she returned his kiss, stroke for stroke. She wanted to taste Thorn just as deeply.

Thorn sensed Ivy’s passion for him but knew he couldn’t move this fast. She was innocent and did not understand the consequences of this kind of passion. How out of control it could burn until it consumed them. He slowly ended the kiss as he dragged his lips away. He then kissed his way along her neck and murmured her name as he placed little kisses along the way. As he rested his head on her shoulder, he caught his breath and brought his body under control. He felt her heart pound against his chest and realized their kiss affected Ivy to the same degree as it did him.

It took all his willpower to stop when he did. To awake with her in his arms as she watched him and touched him gave him the hope he needed. She still cared for him, and it was all he needed to know. When Ivy tried to pull away, he tightened his hold on her. As he looked into her eyes, he recognized that she’d emotionally pulled away too.

“Good morning, sweet Ivy,” Thorn said.

Thorn watched as Ivy blushed her beautiful shade of a red rose when he spoke to her. He laughed and kissed her on the lips, a gentle peck of playfulness. Thorn would never grow tired of her blushes.

She pushed against his chest again and tried to get out of his arms. Ivy was embarrassed to be caught like a wanton hussy as she touched him. What must he think of her? She always seemed to throw herself at him. How desperate did that make her? He only needed to look or touch her, and she melted inside as she turned to mush around him. So, when he kissed her, she wanted more. She needed to get herself under control around him. She must resist his charm and, most of all, his kisses. When Thorn kissed her, she lost all her thoughts, which made her vulnerable. She needed to keep her secrets for a while longer, and if he continued to kiss her like that, she would tell him everything. But then that was probably his plan all along.

Why else would he have stopped with his kisses just now? He already made it clear in the past he didn’t love her like that. So, it must be part of his plan to get her to talk, to sweeten her with kisses. Well it would not work on her.

“Good morning, Thorn. You can release me now.”

“No, I think I would like to stay this way all day,” he teased her.

Thorn wouldn’t think it was possible, but Ivy turned an even darker shade of red. He laughed to himself as he thought he should take pity and release her. She pulled away, tugged the blanket tighter around her body, and looked everywhere but at him.

“I am sorry, my dear. I only meant to rest last night and didn’t mean to fall asleep lying next to you. Not that I regret it any, my darling. Waking with you in my arms was a dream come true. Nor am I going to ask your forgiveness for our kiss because that was another dream come true for me.”

Ivy didn’t know what to say. She couldn’t tell if he teased her or if he meant what he said, so she stayed quiet. There he went again and confused her with all those “my dears” and “darlings.” Another part of his strategy to charm her with his sweet words. Those words probably worked on the other women in his life, but she knew him. She had known him all her life and had seen how he charmed people whenever he wanted something—or someone.

As he smiled to himself, Thorn could tell he confused her. So, he didn’t elaborate and left her guessing. He watched as she slid her hair behind her ears, an action she did when she was nervous.

“I will find Sammy, so he can serve us breakfast. I shall return shortly, allowing you a few minutes to refresh yourself.”

​When Thorn left, Ivy glanced to the side of the bed where he slept. She reached over and ran her hand over the pillow where his head rested, then over her own body. Ivy still savored the warmth of his body—on the pillow and on her. She closed her eyes to relive the moment. Even though it just happened, she still felt herself pressed against him. She didn’t know how to react to this Thorn. He was playful. Their last encounter before he left was so serious. This Thorn was the one from childhood, the boy who would always tease her until she blushed. This was the Thorn she’d first fallen in love with.
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Chapter Six
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THORN MADE HIS WAY to the galley to find Sammy. He found him arguing with Anton, the cook. The two crewmen always bickered at each other’s throats. Both thought they knew how he liked his meals better than the other did. Thorn leaned against the wall, smiling, as he regarded their screaming match. There was nothing more fun than watching a French cook and a Scottish sailor disagree.

“You need to get out of my kitchen you Scottish sea urchin,” Anton yelled as he pointed his knife at Sammy.

“I wouldn’t be here if you weren’t trying to send such sissy food off to the captain to eat. He needs food with stamina. Not these girly pastries,” Sammy argued back.

“Those are for the mademoiselle, not the captain, you guppy.”

Sammy picked up a knife at the insults, thrashing it through the air. As he walked toward the cook, Anton backed away and hit his backside against the counter. Sammy held the knife pointed at his chest.

“You call me one more sea animal name, I will gut you. Do I make myself clear, Frenchie?” 

Thorn watched as Anton opened his mouth to argue, but no words came out. He gulped a breath of air, where he looked like a sea animal himself, his face turning bright red in anger. Thorn took pity on Anton and cleared his throat to get their attention.

Sammy dropped the knife on the counter, and Anton busied his hands on preparing a tray. They both understood how much the captain despised any fighting on his ship.

“Ah, Captain, I was just bringing you and the lass something to eat,” Sammy said.

“I made the mademoiselle something light to eat. I hope she enjoys, Captain,” Anton said, trying to butter up Thorn.

“She will love what you made, Anton, and so will I,” Thorn said as he gave Sammy a look that told him to behave.

Thorn followed Sammy out of the galley as they made their way back to his cabin.

“Why do you antagonize him like that? We will have a mutiny on our hands if he jumps ship at the next port. The crew wasn’t too happy the last time Anton decided to leave. I have enough on my hands without taking care of your petty squabbles with each other,” Thorn said.

Sammy lowered his head as he walked down the passageway, mumbling, “Yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir.”

Thorn laughed and slapped him on the back.

“Chin up, old man, let’s get the lady fed. I am hoping to get some of my questions answered this morning if I can. Let’s see if Anton’s cooking will sweeten her up.”

Thorn pushed open the door for Sammy and followed him into the cabin. He noticed Ivy had risen from bed. He searched the cabin and found her looking out the porthole window

“Sorry there is not a good view. When you are feeling stronger, you can take a stroll around the deck,” Thorn told Ivy.

Ivy turned as Thorn walked deeper into the cabin. She looked past him and saw Sammy come in and set a tray on the desk. Someone filled the tray with a remarkable variety of delicious-smelling pastries. Pastries were Ivy’s downfall. She could never eat just one. Everybody knew if they wanted her help with something or to get her to tell a secret all they had to do was bring fresh pastries for her to devour. She would agree to anything and divulge any secret that needed to be whispered. So that was how he would attempt to reach through her defenses. Well, she would enjoy the pastries but stay strong to keep her secrets from him. Did he think she was the same weak girl he left all those years ago?

“Good morning, Sammy. Thank you for breakfast, it looks delicious. You shouldn’t have gone too so much trouble.”

“Ah, it was no problem, lass. It is my pleasure. How are you feeling?”

“I feel a lot better. Thank you for asking.”

“Well enjoy your breakfast, and I will be back later with lunch,” Sammy told Ivy.

“When you have time, Captain, there is a matter I need to discuss with you on deck,” he told Thorn.

“I will meet you on deck shortly.”

Sammy left the cabin. Thorn watched Ivy as she wandered over to the tray and picked a small pastry with an apple on top. He continued to stare as she slid the pastry between her lips and chewed slowly. She licked her lips and softly moaned.

All Thorn could think about was her tongue as it slid across his lips. She did not understand how her innocent acts drove him to distraction. From the way she ate a pastry to the way her hands caressed the desk made Thorn think of her lips as they licked his as her hands caressed him. He needed to get his thoughts under control and focus on how he needed to persuade Ivy to confide in him all her troubles.

He spent too many years away from her. During those times, he missed watching her enjoy the simplest of things, like eating pastries. He knew they were her downfall, which was why he asked Anton to whip up a batch for her this morning. He knew all her weaknesses and strengths, and he wasn’t above trying to bribe secrets from her. There were many times he used pastries to get her to talk, like whenever she would hold a clue to the games Charles and he played on each other.

“These are delicious, Thorn. Tell Sammy thank you for me.”

“Sammy is not the man to thank. I will let the cook know you loved them. Anton will be pleased. You almost didn’t receive any,” Thorn told Ivy.

“Why not?”

“They were in a fierce battle over breakfast when I went to the galley.”

“What kind of fierce battle?”

“On whether this breakfast here would sustain me, but Anton was only worried whether you would enjoy them. I guess I am no longer important here. My cook only wishes to please you, madam.” Thorn bowed.

Ivy laughed as she bit into another pastry. Her tongue darted out to lick off the icing drizzled across the top.

“Do you want any of these? If not, I will eat them all myself.”

Thorn watched the enjoyment on her face and saw how relaxed she became in his company again. This was what he wished for and hoped the pastries would accomplish. This was the old Ivy, the one who laughed in his company out of innocent pleasure.

“No, my dear, they are all for you. I remember how you love your sweets. I wouldn’t dream of coming between you and them.”

Ivy laughed as Thorn teased her. She continued to savor the sweets and left one for Thorn to eat—an act she did when she was younger. Thorn would bring her sweets to sweeten her up; then Ivy would always leave one for him to eat. It was a way to keep him in her company longer. He would bring her treats to coax her to tell him Charles’s secrets in their little games, so she would always have Thorn to herself during these times. She wouldn’t have to share him with anybody else. During these moments, he would also talk with her about his dreams. Since she wanted to be part of his dreams, she would imagine herself in them as he told them to her. But that’s all they ever would be—dreams never to be a part of.

“I’ve left you one, Thorn.”

Thorn reached down, grabbed the pastry, and slid it into his mouth. He softly moaned with delight at the wonderful taste as he drew a chuckle from Ivy.

“Thank you for sacrificing your last sweet for me,” Thorn said, teasing Ivy.

Ivy smiled as she poured them tea. She curled back into his chair as she sipped the warm brew. Thorn could never sit in the chair again without images of her curled up in it. She had only done it a handful of times in the last few days, but it seemed like she had done it for years. This whole cabin had her presence in it now, like she had sailed with him for the last seven years, not seven days.

Thorn walked over to the desk and lowered himself to her level. Ivy sat straighter and rested the cup on the desk. She brought her hands to her lap and clasped them tightly. Thorn reached over and covered her hands and gently enfolded them. He saw the expression on her face change from nervous and scared to pleasure back to being nervous and scared again.

“Ivy, we need to talk. I need you to trust me enough to tell me what happened. Whatever it is, we can work through it together.”

Ivy realized this moment would come. She’d run out of time. But it was difficult to think when he touched her. Even this innocent touch of his hand over hers made her heart beat faster. She lost her concentration. She needed to think of something to pacify him for a little longer. At least until they returned to shore. Then she could figure out something—except she had no clue what she would do then.

“I’ve been trying to remember, Thorn, but my mind remains blank,” Ivy lied to him.

“How did you come to be on a lifeboat with nothing but the clothes on your body? You can’t remember why you were floating out in the middle of nowhere?” Thorn asked.

Ivy pulled away from Thorn, rose from the chair, and walked to the other side of the cabin. She rubbed her head as she paced back and forth. The cabin made even smaller with his presence. She couldn’t escape him. She knew he wanted answers, but she had to protect Charles as much as she could and for as long as she could. He wouldn’t understand the desperate measures they were in. But at the same time, she needed Thorn’s protection.

Thorn watched as Ivy paced back and forth across his cabin. He knew she lied again, but he also watched her struggle. She wanted to tell him, but she protected herself. He wished she would confide in him and tell him her secrets. He needed to persuade her somehow.

“Ivy, let me help you,” Thorn pleaded.

Ivy shook her head at him. She did not trust herself to speak. Her eyes pleaded with him to give her time.

He could feel the sorrow in her eyes down to his soul. He wanted to remove the confusion and soothe away her fears. But she needed to trust him. Thorn reached to grab his cap and stuff it on his head. He slid his hands through his coat and stalked to the door. When he turned around, he pierced her with his dark eyes.

“You’re running out of time, Ivy,” Thorn said as he walked out of the cabin and slammed the door behind him.

He walked to the deck in search of Sammy. Thorn found him as he looked through the scope into the distance. He searched in the same direction and spotted a speck on the horizon. He knew it was a ship, and it was only a matter of time before they had company. It looked like Ivy’s admirers were on the lookout for her.

“Is that what you needed to discuss, Sammy?” Thorn asked, nodding his chin toward the speck in the distance.

He held out his hand for the scope. Sammy handed it over, and Thorn looked to see who they would have for company. The ship was unmarked, no friendly flags flying at its staff. An unmarked ship during war meant only one thing. Pirates. He had a hunch on who this particular pirate was. When their ship caught My Hedera, he must make sure Ivy stayed hidden. If not, she would be in more danger than she already was.

“Yeah, Captain, it looks like trouble. Do you think that is the ship Lady Ivy came from?”

“I am afraid so Sammy.”

“Has she told you anything yet?”

“No, but it looks like she has run out of time. She must talk now.”

“What should we do, Captain?”

Thorn looked through the scope to survey their surroundings. He spotted a stretch of land in the distance where they could maneuver the ship into hiding. He only hoped they had enough time to reach it. With a couple of their sails torn from the storm and repairs still being done, it was a long shot. But they must try.

“See that piece of land Sammy?” Thorn pointed into the distance.

“Yes, sir. You want us to steer her there?”

“I think it will be a good hiding place, if we can arrive there before they catch us. Have the crew raise the sails that work and guide her there before dark. While you do that, I’m going below to get my answers.”

Thorn turned and marched to his cabin as he heard Sammy give out the shout for all hands on deck. It would take the whole crew to race the ship ahead and hide before the other ship gained more ground on them. He ran down the stairs and threw open the door to the cabin, slamming it against the wall. He needed answers, and answers he would get.

But he received a shock instead; he paused in the doorway stunned by the sight before him. Then he smiled, entered the room, and quietly closed the door behind him. He leaned against the panel with his arms crossed. His eyes slowly devoured the sight before him.
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