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      Matt lay in his hammock for the second time that night, but sleep wouldn’t come.

      Blood was pumping through his veins and rushing in his ears, drowning out even the ocean. He was certain the rescue was the cause. Of course it had made him anxious, which would, in turn, make relaxing enough to fall asleep difficult.

      At least that’s what he told himself as he attempted to roll onto his side. But visions of his silly little minx kept dancing in front of his eyes. Annoying as she was, the woman was pretty, he’d give her that. Large, luminous eyes had captured his notice in her otherwise delicate face. Even with her lips an alarming shade of purple, he could see how full and ripe they were. And though she was small, he’d been keenly aware of her womanly curves as they’d pressed into him.

      He clenched his teeth, trying to clear his mind. What did her prettiness matter? The woman had been about as ungrateful as a lass could be. Likely spoiled. Which didn’t suit him at all. He was man about to build an empire. He needed a woman who could stand at his side and help shoulder the burden. His brothers had married such ladies. Each strong in her own way.

      What was he saying? He needn’t marry at all. Damn that woman had jumbled his thoughts. The Sinclair name would live on and he could remain unfettered, his heart safely free from worrying about a wife and children.

      Closing his eyes, he wiped his mind clean and managed to drift off but every creak and groan of the ship woke him until he finally just rose as the first rays of the sun peaked under the cloud cover.

      The storm had receded enough that they could make their way onward.

      Which lead him to his next dilemma. Where were they going? On the one hand, he had a shipment to deliver to Blair. On the other, he had nine new passengers that had to go somewhere. The sailors he could drop in any port. Hell, he could hire them.

      But the women? He let out a grunt of irritation. The women would have to be returned from whence they came.

      With that in mind, he rose, and washed and dressed for the day. He’d have to find out where they’d come from so that he could get on with his plans. He’d intended to tell Blair that he’d be branching out on his own at the end of this trip. His brother wasn’t likely to take the news well; Matt was a large part of the business.

      He ran a comb through his hair. Last year, he’d purchased a mine. It was a gamble, but one that had paid off. The coal mine had begun producing. He’d received a note from his solicitor when he’d docked in London. He had enough money saved to live on, so he’d decided to take the mine’s profits and buy more seaside land to build an entire coal mining operation.

      Opening the door to his room, he headed down the hall.

      First Officer Surrey was already on deck with the ship’s master, discussing various routes they could use to make up some lost time. He nodded to them both. “Where have the women been housed?”

      “Next to my quarters,” Hennessey replied. “We’ve never had women on board. I wasn’t sure what the crew might…”

      Matt nodded. “Good thinking. And with that in mind, I’d like to get to port as soon as possible. The less time they’re aboard the ship, the better.”

      “Agreed,” Hennessey answered as Surrey nodded. “What will you do with them? Will Laird Sinclair see them home?”

      Matt shook his head. “No. I’ll see to it myself. You’ll have to do the next run without me.”

      Hennessey raised his eyebrows. “Without you?” He crossed his arms over his chest. “That is something I thought you’d never say.”

      Matt gave his friend a wink. “You’re more than capable.”

      Hennessy gave him a smile and slapped his back. “I know that. I just didn’t think you did.”

      Matt spluttered playfully. The truth was, he was going to recommend Hennessey take his position when he left. Returning below deck, he made his way to the ladies’ room. Raising his hand, he gave a loud knock. When no one answered he knocked again, louder.

      “’Lo?” someone called, the voice high yet scratchy.

      “This is the captain. I need to speak with you.” He banged on the door again. Why weren’t the bloody women up?

      “The ship’s master told me not to open the door for anyone,” the woman replied. He didn’t have to ask to know the lady currently disobeying him was the very same who’d given him a difficult time last night. The little minx.

      “Open up,” he ordered again.

      “Isn’t he the captain of this vessel?” she said, her voice getting closer. “I thought only naval ships had a ship’s master.”

      He let out a rumble from deep in his chest. Feck, this woman was annoying. “I am captain of the fleet and military trained while he runs this particular boat. Now open the door, I need to discuss where I am returning you. Or do you want to be dropped at the next port with the rest of the sailors?”

      He heard the lock click and the door squeak open. She peeked out of the two-inch crack but it was enough for him to take note of several factors. Her brown hair tumbled over one shoulder in loose waves even as her cheeks shone a delicate shade of sleepy pink that matched those full lips. Her eyes were a lovely shade of golden brown and damn him all to hell if she were wearing nothing but her chemise.  “Where are your clothes?”

      She clicked her tongue, her golden brown eyes squinting. “Still soaked, I would imagine. Do you have anything else I might wear?”

      She had him there. Well and truly. “I’m sorry.  I do not.”

      “Then we’ll be staying here until they dry, captain.” She gave him a weary eye. “I feel the boat moving. What direction are we heading?”

      “North,” he answered and saw her features tighten.

      She looked down at the floor. “Back to Scotland, then.” Her quiet voice sounded tight.

      “What’s wrong with Scotland?” he asked, straightening.

      One of her shoulders went up and down. “Nothing particular. Except for that it’s where my fath—”

      “Lady Bridget? Is everything all right?” the other female called.

      Lady, huh? No wonder she sounded so spoiled. Though to be fair, his sister was also a lady and lovely.

      Lady Bridget looked back. “It’s fine, Mary. Go back to sleep.”

      “We will reach England soon?” Mary called. Matt held back another groan or irritation.

      Bridget shook her head. “I’m afraid not.”

      “Where will we go then?” Mary fired back, alarm ringing in her voice.

      What the bloody hell did that mean?

      “I don’t know, yet.” Bridget answered and then turned back to Matt.

      “What do you mean, where will you go? Did I not just hear her call you a lady? You will return to your family.” He raised his hands as though the answer were obvious.

      Her gaze narrowed. “Try to wrap your mind around the fact that you don’t know everything.” Then she closed the door and, as he reached for the knob, he heard the lock click. Did that woman just lock him out of a room on his own ship?
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      Bridget leaned against the back of the door and closed her eyes. Perhaps she should have explained but he was so damn insufferable. Exactly like her father.

      Still, he was what stood between her and being left at a dock in some random port. She’d considered running away a thousand times. Maybe more. But in the end, she knew that she couldn’t take the leap. How would she support herself? Her father at least clothed her and fed her. She was fortunate that he hadn’t just married her to some heathen of a man and that he’d agreed to send her to her mother’s sister in order to make an advantageous match. Even that had taken a great deal of convincing.

      Though the storm only reaffirmed her belief that they should have waited until spring to make the journey. Her father had been eager to be rid of her and had booked the least expensive ship available, which was to say, it was a small merchant ship and not really equipped for passengers at all. What would he do with her if she landed back at his door? Just toss her out? Marry her to the first man who passed by? She was almost certain he wouldn’t pay for another ticket south.

      Unclicking the lock, she tossed open the door. “Wait,” she called to Captain whatever his name was as he started up the ladder. “Please.”

      He stopped but for a moment, didn’t turn. Then, jumping down, he landed with a thud and spun about, charging back toward her. He was almost frightening, and something in his movement made her breath catch. He was like a beast of prey the way he moved. She remembered how he’d jumped off the rail and landed in the dingy the night before. Who could do something like that?

      “What?” he growled out, his voice deep and rough. Her skin shivered.

      “Why do you sound so irritated?” She asked, pressing her lips together.

      He dropped his chin, his dark eyes glittering in the dim light. “You slammed a door in my face.”

      She winced, her cheeks pulling taut. “My apologies.” Her hands came in front of her even as his gaze slid down her body. That was when she remembered her arms and neck were completely exposed to his gaze. This was going terribly wrong. Taking a deep breath, she crossed her arms over her chest, hugging herself. “My father has remarried and he was sending me to my mother’s relatives. Our goodbye was not a happy one, nor will he welcome me back. I can’t return to his house, I need to find my way to London.”

      The captain drew up short, his eyes widening. “That’s impossible. There is no choice but to send you back.”

      She licked her lips as she searched or the right words. “He’ll turn me out. I’m sure of it. There must be some way I can earn passage to London?”

      His eyebrows rose, as his eyes swept down her again. “I beg your pardon?”

      She blinked, her entire body heating as she realized what he thought she’d meant. “Not like that!” she choked out. “I could cook, or mend, or…” Her voice tapered off. They wouldn’t care that she could play the pianoforte or read Latin. They had no use for a woman whose mother had taught her the proper way to serve tea or how to host a dinner party. “There must be some way I could earn passage for Mary and myself.”

      His mouth turned down. “The pay of a cook would take close to a year to earn that kind of money.”

      She let out a squeak. “That can’t be.”

      Mary rose from the bed and came up behind her, pressing to her back. “What’s he saying? We can’t go to England for a year? Where would we go?”
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      Matt stared at the two women hugging and wondered where this conversation had gone so terribly wrong?

      He’d simply wanted a place to return them but now he was embroiled in some family drama. He let out a long breath. It wasn’t his business. “I can’t say where you’ll go. My obligation is to return you to your father.”

      Mary made a choking noise as Bridget straightened. “There must be some other way.”

      “There isn’t,” he clenched his fists at his sides. “Who is your father?”

      “Lord Fergus McDougal. He resides over the main hall in North Berwick.”

      Damn it all, he knew the man. He’d tried to gain rights to use the port there and McDougal had denied him. His only explanation. “I don’t like the look of ye.” A surly, pigheaded man that Matt had instantly disliked. He’d been rude to his own staff, his wife, and Matt’s men. The man was in love with his tiny bit of power and wielded it with blunt force.

      He cleared his throat. “I begin to understand. Let me think on it.” Her shoulders sagged and her head dropped to the side and against Mary’s. “We’ve a day before we reach my brother’s home and offload the shipment.” But he already knew what he was going to do. Matt didn’t like it but he had no choice other than to bring her back to her family, if only
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