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            DESCRIPTION

          

          IF YOU GIVE A PIRATE A TREASURE

        

      

    

    
      *NOTE: This is the stand-alone, *sweet version* of the novel If You Give a Pirate a Treasure, (Book 4 of The Pirates & Petticoats Series By Chloe Flowers).

      

      Captain Conal O’Brien’s Seeker has just been overrun by the most unlikely band of pirates to sail the seas. When he discovers that they work for his sworn enemy, he develops a scheme of his own. But these nutty brigands aren’t who they seem to be, and if Conal’s not careful, he’s going to lose his heart as well as his ship to a lady pirate determined to possess both.

      

      Stevie Sauvage is on a quest to find a hidden family treasure. When her eight-year-old twin siblings are kidnapped by the pirate, Captain Gampo, and the ransom demand is a merchant ship, she must find the courage to conquer her fears and fight for those she loves before time runs out for the twins.

      

      The Heart of a Pirate is a high seas, historical, pirate romance filled with action and adventure, mystery and intrigue, and a quest for hidden treasure (with a few laughs along the way).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A note on Anne Bonny:

      

      

      There are many stories about Anne Bonny, one of most notorious female pirate in history. There is no solid documentation of her entire life, in fact, there are large gaps as well as a debate on when she actually died. Some say she was smuggled out of prison, some say her father’s bribes freed her.

      Some say she married and moved to Charles Town (today’s Charleston, South Carolina) and lived under the name Burleigh and had several more children.

      Some say that Mary Read faked death in prison and escaped, hidden under a shroud, and she and Anne eventually moved to New Orleans and lived out the rest of their days together.

      No one seems to know the entire story of Anne Bonny.

      Perhaps it’s best that way.
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        This book is a work of fiction.

        Names, characters, places and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people, (living or dead) events or places is entirely coincidental.
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        As usual, I left a gift for you at the end of the book. The recipe for Citrus Beach Pie is both easy and delicious!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        June 1811

        New Orleans

      

      

      Standing among the charred debris of his family’s boarding house in New Orleans, Bernard Sauvage lifted a blackened marble box from the rubble. Nearby, his sons as well as his late brother’s children were salvaging what they could, shifting bricks and burned beams.

      The smoke-scented morning was hushed by tragedy; they’d lost everything.

      Bernard shifted the box in his hand well enough to remove the lid, then sucked in his breath. Two roughly cut emeralds rested on a stack of letters. He stared for a moment before brushing them with his fingertips, half expecting them to dissolve into dust.

      They were real.

      He fingered through the yellowed parchment. The first letter was dated almost 100 years ago. He scanned it and raised his eyebrows in shock at the signature.

      It had been written by the notorious, female pirate, Anne Bonny.

      Bernard moved to an upturned water trough and sat to read. A short time later, he replaced the letters in the marble box along with the emeralds. The lady pirate hinted that she’d hidden a fortune in jewels just before she and the crew of the Gallant had been captured.

      It was a risk, but if he could find this secret treasure, he and his family would be able to rebuild what they had lost.

      His late brother sired five children. He looked up as the youngest, eight year-old twins, approached. Julian lowered a box of blackened silverware to the ground, and Jacqueline placed a bent serving tray and three blackened dice on top of it.

      “What did you find, Uncle Bernard?”

      “Can we see?”

      Bernard smiled and rubbed the cool marble. “Our past. And our future. Get the others. We’re going on a journey.”
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        The first letter from Anne Bonny to her father William Cormac:

      

        

      
        3 March, 1718

      

        

      
        Dear Father,

        I bid you farewell. I know you disapprove of my choice for a husband. True, he is but a simple sailor. However, I refuse to marry any of those milksops or fortune hunters who continue to darken our door. I love James Bonny and he has sworn his life to me. I ask nothing more from you than your prayers for my health and well-being.

      

        

      
        Your daughter,

        Anne 
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        * * *

      

      
        
        July 1811 

        Harbour Town, South Carolina

      

      

      Captain Conal O’Brien leaned forward and felt for the linen cloth draped over the foot end of the tub. After wiping his face, he braced his hands on the rim and began to push himself to his feet. He mustn’t dawdle if he was going to make it to his sister’s wedding on time. His cousin Brendan would learn that he could also dress for an occasion in polished boots and finery. They’d carried on this good-natured rivalry since they were boys.

      Conal raised his head, and his nose nearly clipped a pistol barrel. The faint acrid odor of gun powder assailed his nostrils. Focused on the cold, grey metal, he was careful to avoid any sudden movement as he eased himself back into the water. He raised his gaze to peruse the person holding the weapon, a brigand wearing a wide-brimmed hat pulled low. Beneath the hat, a brightly colored scarf covered his hair. Behind the gun bearer stood a second figure.

      “You have my attention,” Conal said evenly. Naked and unarmed, what choice was there other than negotiation? Although talking his way out of a situation like this wasn’t his strength. He was better at negotiating with his fists.

      The one holding the pistol stood between him and the lantern, but from what he could ascertain, the intruder was tall, but slight in build. All that prevented Conal from going on the offensive were their weapons.

      The closer man must have been thinking along a similar line of thought, because his pistol shook slightly. “This ship has been taken,” he said. “If you value your life and the lives of the crew that remain, you will yield.”

      Crew that remain?

      Conal’s stomach twisted. How had he missed the sound of battle aboard? Granted, all but the watch and a handful of men still making repairs had been allowed to go ashore to attend the wedding celebration, but he should have heard a warning shout or a pistol shot even down here in the galley. How many of his men had lost their lives? He ground his teeth, a silent vow of vengeance burning his throat, guilt trapping it there.

      “Do you yield?” The intruder tightened his hold on the pistol.

      Conal cursed under his breath. “I yield ye black-hearted spawn of a tavern whore. What are your demands?”

      “You will take us and this ship to Jamaica,” he said. “Immediately.”

      Conal tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. The voice sounded too…fragile. A woman, perhaps?
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        * * *

      

      Stevie swallowed and gripped the pistol handle more firmly. Her arm was beginning to tire from holding it for so long, but she didn’t dare lower it. The mountain of a man in the tub looked as if he could crush her head like a grape with one hand, and her young cousin’s with the other. More often than not, she could look an average man straight in the eye. However, with this one, she doubted her head would reach his nose.

      Stevie and her family had spied on the Seeker for hours.

      “Look,” Uncle Bernard had finally pointed. “Most of the crew is heading to shore. There’s only a small watch left behind.” He rubbed his chin and peered through the thick fog in the direction of the sun, which was up there somewhere in the late afternoon sky. “This fog bank will provide perfect cover. Let’s go. The quicker we get this ship to that devil-pirate Gampo, the quicker he’ll return the children to us.”

      The memory of the pirate’s men ripping her little brother and sister from her arms and taking them into the belly of a vessel called the Dragon had Stevie checking the priming of her pistol.

      Thankfully, she hadn’t needed to use it. The remaining crew of the Seeker had gathered around an upturned crate and played cards, enabling Stevie and the rest of the family to surround them.

      The men had surrendered with barely a word.

      It had been a foolhardy plan.

      Ridiculous.

      Dangerous.

      Crazy.

      Yet, an absolutely imperative one to execute with success.
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        * * *

      

      The man in the tub arched his brows, still awaiting her answer, then his eyes narrowed before sliding down to her soft doeskin boots and back up again. She cursed her stupidity. They should have stayed further in the shadows; it might have given them more of an intimidating appearance.

      “Stevie,” her young cousin whispered from behind her, bringing her attention back in line. What was the question? Oh, yes. Demands.

      “You will relinquish your freedom and possessions,” she said, barely able to keep the tremor from her voice. Her gaze paused at the gold signet ring on the man’s finger. If they were going to become pirates, she might as well start acting like one. She took a deep breath and drew her shoulders back a little. “Beginning with your ring,” she said, holding out her hand.

      The man’s jaw clenched and the knuckles gripping the tub’s edge whitened. He was contemplating his chances of overpowering her and taking her pistol; she could see that in the way his gaze shifted back and forth between her and Gabriel. If he’d had a weapon, and if it had been a one-on-one situation instead of one against two (with guns), he likely wouldn’t have paused to contemplate it this long. He would have defended himself by attacking them. And he’d have won. Even now, she sensed he was still calculating his odds.

      She was far from her cozy little room off her brother’s gaming house kitchen. Handling a weapon was only slightly more foreign to her than wearing her cousin’s britches. Uncle Bernard had given her a brief lesson on managing a pistol, but it still terrified her to hold it.

      She eased a step back, careful to keep her pistol well within a lethal range. “Please don’t try it,” she said. “I’d prefer to save my shot.”

      His eyes widened and his brows raised in surprise. She’d been right in her assumptions, then. She usually was. Her intuition annoyed her brothers no small amount, and they always avoided her when they wished their thoughts to remain hidden. Only one of them could hide from her, but he was a gambler and so it was expected, otherwise he wouldn’t be a very good gambler, would he?

      The man twisted the ring from his finger and tossed it to her. She caught it and placed it on the only finger it would it—her thumb.

      Keeping her focus on their hostage, she moved behind him to the stack of clothes on the galley table and removed the dagger and pistol next to them. She’d keep a close watch; he looked like the type of man who’d rather fight against the odds than give himself over. They needed to get him up on deck with the rest of her family before she fainted from the trauma of this whole episode. She came down to the galley to see what stores they had. Finding a man taking a bath was not what she’d expected to discover.

      “Get dressed,” she said, with as much authority as she could muster.

      With the oily movement of a cat, he stood then reached for a linen rag. Stevie felt her eyes widen. She was wrong. Very wrong. The top of her head would barely reach his chin, let alone his nose. Wide, thick shoulders rippled as he moved, and took up most of the space in the galley. A long scar trailed across his ribcage. A fighting man. A very strong, very muscular, very handsome, very naked, fighting man.

      She should shut her eyes, avert her gaze, something, but that would be foolish right now. She’d never seen a naked man as perfectly proportioned as this one. To be honest, she’d only seen one other naked man (other than her terribly immodest brothers while growing up). Her cousin, Gabriel’s mortified expression from the doorway prompted her to roll her eyes and give him a pointed look he interpreted perfectly. She’d changed his diapers when she was eight. Besides, she was no dainty maiden.

      She’d lost her virginity after falling foolishly in love with a gambler who’d promised her a life of love and luxury, then left her the next day. After losing everything he had as well as several hundred dollars in credits to the house, he disappeared and never returned.

      He’d crushed her heart. Ruined it. Ruined her.

      Worse were the looks of thunderous anger and then pity from her brothers and male cousins. Especially her brother Tristan, who’d tried to warn her, but she’d defended the snake, and refused to listen. It had been a painful lesson to learn.

      Men told a woman anything to sway her attentions to the bedroom, even profess their love and ask for her hand in marriage and persuade her to give him the most precious gift she had.

      Their captive turned toward her and reached for his clothes. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth and she could barely swallow. He had a chiseled chest with a faint layer of fine, light brown hair that darkened to a burnished auburn as it trailed past his navel.

      Oh, my.

      “Satisfied, little rabbit?” he asked. A cocky brow quirked up toward his damp hairline.

      So he’d already guessed she was a woman in men’s clothing. She assumed he was talking about her perusal, which she wasn’t about to address. No need to give him a burst of confidence right now. Besides, her mouth was still dry. Instead, she licked her lips then asked a question. “Little rabbit?” She looked nothing at all like a rabbit. Her ears, along with her hair, were covered.

      “You look as if you’re ready to jump out of your skin. Perhaps you’re afraid of me?” He leaned toward her.

      Yes.

      “No.” She barely managed a response. Her attempt at laughter was pathetic at best.

      “Well...little rabbit,” his voice was lower than a growl, “you should be.”

      Her heart jerked in a panicked beat and she stepped back.

      He dressed. A pair of shiny cordovan boots stood next to the tub, and he pulled them on while muttering obscenities about someone named Brendan. That task complete, he straightened, crossed thick arms over his very impressive chest and glowered at her. His eyes were a grey-green with a golden band around the pupil, reminding her of a tiger she’d once seen in a traveling show. She wanted to swallow, but was paralyzed. Was this how its prey felt just before it became the tiger’s dinner?

      He’d already determined she was female. Now, he was studying her, calculating the odds on a successful confrontation. If he charged her right now, she’d probably squeal and tumble into a terrified heap on the floor, but he needed to believe she’d shoot him.

      She pulled back the hammer of her pistol until it clicked to help him with his decision-making process, and hopefully to fortify hers. Still, her heart pulsed and throbbed in uneven beats. Running the kitchens in her family’s boarding and gaming house was a far cry from being a brigand. Pirating was not on her modest list of talents. In fact, she was rather pleased she’d pulled the hammer without accidentally discharging the gun.

      Stevie called over her shoulder to her cousin, inwardly cursing at the way her voice trembled. “Gabriel, if he makes a move toward either of us, shoot him.” His hammer clicked behind her.

      Good.

      Pointing toward the door with the pistol, she gestured for her prisoner to go topside.

      Almost soundlessly, he moved in long, sinuous strides through the passageway and up the ladder. He smelled of soap, new leather boots, and a musky scent she knew was all him. The vision of that tiger from long ago crept into her thoughts again as she eyed his movements.

      Her thoughts jumped to her family up on the main deck, probably thinking she was taking inventory of the pantry. No one expected she’d find anyone down here, which was a stupid assumption, apparently.

      Quite honestly, it was a miracle they’d successfully taken the brigantine.

      And this was supposed to be the easy part.
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        * * *

      

      Of all the bloody, rotten luck.

      Conal heaved himself up the last two steps and perused the deck. His skeleton crew were all tied to the mizzen mast in the center of the animal pen amidst a couple of pigs, two goats and the cow. The first mate was currently cursing at the goat busily munching on his hat.

      So much for rallying a rebellion anytime soon.

      To resist now would be foolish. Best to wait for a more opportune moment after they had time to evaluate their captors’ strengths and weaknesses. He glanced at the one called “Stevie.”

      She was taller than most women. Her long, slender limbs moved fluidly, like a dancer he’d encountered once when he was in Arabia. It was hard to draw his gaze from her face. Dark, inky lashes framed the grey eyes beneath delicately arched brows, and her curves were in all the right places. Even the long vest she wore couldn’t hide her form. His guess was that she had a French heritage, but since her English was flawless, was probably American.

      Women weren’t usually wanted, needed or appreciated aboard a ship. There were always exceptions, like his sister, but in general, having a woman aboard brought bad luck. Chances were that Stevie was important to at least one other person in their group, or else she wouldn’t be here at all. Taking her hostage would be his first move when the time was right. She was someone’s lover, wife, sister, or daughter.

      Surrounding the pen was a group of well-armed men. From what Conal could discern, based their mannerisms and stance, they were landlubbers. A couple had greenish tints to their faces and hugged the rail on the larboard side. Only old two salts stood with their legs braced in a confident manner. Those two were definitely seamen.

      Without waiting for a pistol to poke him in the back, he strolled over to the pen. Stevie followed, keeping a wary distance. “Is your watch unharmed, Remus?” he asked his first mate.

      Remus looked up and his cheeks reddened. “Yes, sir. Sorry, Captain.” He added in a chagrined tone, “We just didn’t expect...”

      The man didn’t need to finish the sentence, really. Even Conal wouldn’t have expected anyone to do something this audacious so close to Harbour Town in the late afternoon, fog or no fog.

      Conal scanned their captors. He’d earlier assumed they were pirates, but that seemed incorrect now. There were four other full-grown men, two of which were obviously brothers, and all most certainly had to be related in some way. Along with light eyes and hair the color of black coffee, there were similarities in build and stature, as well as in certain facial features. The only exception was one of the grizzled sailors, a short, wiry, stubble-faced man who looked to be about sixty.

      In the light of day, it was more obvious the one called Gabriel was still a boy, maybe thirteen or fourteen. He was an idiot for allowing those two to take him without a fight. Pistols notwithstanding.

      One of the old salts strode forward, a scowl on his face. “What’s this?”

      “Gabriel and I found him in the galley,” Stevie said.

      “Hiding?”

      “Bathing.”

      The man’s eyes widened and he spun to face the two.

      “Why didn’t you call for help?”

      Stevie just shrugged. “Quite honestly, Uncle Bernard, there wasn’t time,” she said. “We found him in a vulnerable situation and easily handled it on our own.”

      Bernard rubbed his forehead before brushing a salt and pepper curl from his grey eyes. He spoke to one of his men. “Adrian, toss him over with the rest.”

      Adrian strode toward him and Conal swallowed. He was normally the tallest in the room, but this one had him by almost a half a head. He clenched his fists at his sides. This fight might be challenging.

      Stevie touched her uncle’s arm. “Wait, we might need him. He’s their captain.”

      A quick flicker of relief crossed Bernard’s stern features before he turned his attention back to Adrian. “Never mind. Make a sweep of the lower decks instead.”

      An angry shout came from the water below on the port side of the Seeker. “At least toss over the oars, you sons of Satan!”

      Conal started to walk toward the voice, but at Stevie’s raised pistol, he stopped. “What have you done with the rest of my men?”

      Bernard answered. “We sent them off in longboats.” He grabbed two oars, walked to the opposite side of the ship and heaved them overboard.

      “You half-masted, verminous dog!” came the reply from the water below.

      At least the men had oars available to them, although there was no guessing how long it would take to get to them. Conal doubted there were any swimmers among the crew sitting in the longboat. It would take some time to paddle with their hands to where the oars floated on the starboard side of the ship.

      Meanwhile, Bernard moved Conal near the mizzen close to the other men, then bound his hands and hobbled his legs in irons, effectively depleting his mobility.

      The pirates gathered together and the two old seamen began assigning tasks, and it wasn’t long before they were in an argument.

      “The anchor has to be brought up before ye can do that, ye dim-witted cur.”

      “I know that! But we need feet on the yards and arms on the sheets if we’re going to get underway, you vermin-ridden old goat.”

      Not only did their captors walk the deck like lubbers, they didn’t even look like pirates. There were no missing appendages except for two fingers gone on the oldest sailor’s left hand. There were no visible scars, and for the most part, none of the younger men showed the effects of sun-darkened skin or scurvy.

      Curious indeed.
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        2 April 1718

      

        
      
        Dear Father,

        John Bonny and I have purchased a schooner and will soon embark on a journey north to Boston with a hold full of tobacco and other naval stores. I am happy and my hope is that you are happy for me. We shall bring back maple syrup for you on our return trip. Be well, Father.

      

        
      
        Your daughter,

        Anne
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        * * *

      

      Stevie Sauvage was now a pirate and a thief. As such, she expected to feel more dangerous and brave.

      She didn’t.

      Fear still had her hands trembling. The task Gampo had charged them with had seemed impossible. It still did, even though they had completed the first part without incident. His promise to kill the twins if they failed was always the foremost thought in her mind.

      Her uncle stood with Harvey, Gampo’s second, who’d been assigned to accompany her family on their mission. The old salt eyed Stevie as he argued with Uncle Bernard about who was in charge. Finally, Harvey pointed to the ring on her thumb. “Ye didna have that gold on yer hand before. Where d'you get it?”

      She fingered the signet ring and lifted her chin. She’d not let the caustic old man intimidate her. “I took it from the captain. It’s our nature as pirates, is it not? Plunder?”

      Uncle Bernard stopped arguing with Harvey and lowered his brows. “It certainly is not your nature. Give it back.”

      She pulled the ring from her thumb, but Harvey snatched it from her hand and shoved it on his stubby finger. “Everything on this ship belongs to Cap’n Gampo now. I’ll take it. Just fer safe keepin’.”

      Uncle Bernard let out a disgusted snort. No one trusted Harvey. But since he was Gampo’s eyes and ears, no one dared challenge him, either.

      “Now, ye were sayin’ that we have her captain?” Harvey asked, rubbing his hands together.

      Bernard nodded and jerked his chin to the broad-shouldered man standing in braces near the mizzen mast.

      “Aye, then.” Harvey rocked back on his heels. “Let’s weigh anchor.”

      The captain stood in stony silence, but his eyes missed nothing. There was an almost violent heat emanating from him, as if every muscle coiled beneath his skin was ready to spring into action given the right opportunity. She flicked her gaze to his large hands. His bindings had better be securely fastened.

      One by one, his crew’s hands were bound to the main capstan at the center of the deck, each tied to a different bar. Stevie’s brother, Tristan escorted the captain over, and Uncle Bernard scratched his bristly chin, eyeing him up and down. “My name’s Bernard Sauvage, Captain. Best just call me Bernard. If you call out ‘Mister Sauvage,’ we’ll all turn around.”

      The captain nodded a stiff greeting. “I’m Captain Conal O’Brien.”

      Bernard gestured to the others the captain had already had the misfortune to meet, Adrian and the boy Gabriel. “My sons.” Bernard nodded toward Tristan and Stevie. “And their cousins. We mean to take this vessel to Jamaica, and it would be much less painful for your men if you assist us in that endeavor.”

      The captain shot a dark gaze toward her, then shrugged “I have no helmsman.”

      “We have full faith in your competence with your charts,” Bernard replied. “Harvey and I are familiar with sailing ships and will assist in any way we can.”

      Harvey sauntered up and unwound a long leather whip. Stevie swallowed. It was a cat-o’-nine tails, the knots on the ends darkened with use and dried blood.

      “I brought me own cat,” Harvey sneered. “I’d be happy to scratch their backs with her if need be.”

      The captain’s eyes hardened and his gaze swept over the wicked strips of leather, paused on the signet ring on the pirate’s finger and then narrowed. Apparently the ring was very important to the captain. That was good information to keep in the back of her mind for when she needed it.

      Stevie shifted her gaze between the captain and her family. Would he be compliant or would he fight? Her brother and cousins might be big and strong and although they brandished their weapons in a dangerous enough fashion, they weren’t well-trained in the use of them. Thankfully, their hostages weren’t privy to that information.

      “You can put that cat away, Harvey,” Bernard flicked his hand at it dismissively. “I don’t believe Captain O’Brien would jeopardize the health and stamina of his crew.” His voice dropped to a steely tone meant only for O’Brien’s ears. “We are determined to see our plans through to the end Captain, with or without your help.”

      With that last sentence, Stevie stepped forward, pistol ready. After her mother died, Uncle Bernard had rescued them. She would go where her uncle said to go, and follow his instructions as best as she could. She owed him her life and her loyalty.

      O’Brien turned his back to Harvey and his wicked cat. “What are your intentions once we make port in Jamaica?”

      Harvey and Bernard exchanged glances. Bernard cleared his throat, then shrugged. “We have urgent business with a privateer who’s awaiting our arrival.”

      Stevie released a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. For a moment, she feared Uncle Bernard would tell him what they planned to barter. It would have revealed a weakness better left hidden.

      “And once your business is complete, what will happen to my ship and crew?” the captain asked.

      Uncle Bernard shrugged again. “Once we arrive, we will have no need for either.”

      Very cleverly worded, Uncle.

      O’Brien tilted his head and studied Bernard then Harvey. “I have your word?”

      “Of course.” Harvey nodded and stuck out his hand. O’Brien warily shook it best he could with bound wrists.

      O’Brien’s piercing green gaze captured hers and she froze. Her heart slammed into her ribcage, jarring her lungs into action and she drew in a rapid breath, unaware she’d been holding it. Mouth suddenly dry, she swallowed and turned away, afraid the guilt in her chest would show on her face at the lie.

      Her cousins had finished attaching the crew to the capstan, and Harvey shouted, “Heave around, ye maggots!”

      The men looked at their captain but didn’t move.

      Harvey shook out his cat. “Heave ‘round, I say!”

      The men remained motionless, eyes on their captain. Conal O’Brien gave Uncle Bernard a long look before he nodded to his men. They braced against the bars and pushed the capstan around. With an almost musical cadence, it began to clank as the chains moved through the hawse pipes. Once the anchor was up, the men were released, and O’Brien gave them orders to prepare to sail.

      Stevie released a tense breath. Thank goodness there hadn’t been a rebellion from the scant crew. Her family captured the ship through sheer luck and happenstance. Had there indeed been a fight, her small band of ‘pirates’ would have surely been diminished and likely defeated. As fate would have it, the first part of their plan was complete. The next may not be as easy.
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        * * *

      

      Conal cursed under his breath. He didn’t believe Harvey’s promise to release the Seeker any more than Harvey took Conal’s word that he and his crew would be compliant.

      As it was, just breaking free of the harbor in this fog would take a bloody miracle. He’d put out enough sail to move the ship slowly forward, but even at this pace, he’d be hard-pressed to adjust direction if the situation called for it.

      He glanced up, barely able to make out the figure he’d sent to the upper topsail yardarm. “Mister Remus! Eyes sharp!”

      “Aye, sir!” came the reply from above.

      Conal peered into the fog. He blinked. Was that a shadow or⁠—?

      “Ship sighted on the port side! Port side!” came the shout from Remus.

      “Hard to larboard!” Conal shouted to Bernard, who turned the wheel furiously. Beyond the bowsprit loomed the aft end of a ship nearly the same size as the Seeker. Men scrambled to adjust the jibs to keep them from ramming into the other ship’s hull.

      The bowsprit swept across the last six feet of the near vessel’s poop deck with no damage other than snapping off the ensign staff, plunging the flag into the water. The larboard side of the ship flew past them; Conal caught sight of the shocked face of a crewman through one of the open gun ports. The distance between the two vessels was barely an arm’s length.

      Thankfully, the rest of the way to the open sea went without incident. Like a breaking wave, an almost audible sigh of relief rolled across the deck when they finally cleared the harbor. Conal maintained the current course and crawled toward the open sea hoping the fog merely gripped the coastline and thinned farther east.

      Once they finally moved out of the thick fog bank, men of the Seeker moved sullenly to unfurl sails and hoist them, while the young woman looked on, pistol ready but wavering.

      Ah. She looked frightened. Nervous. Perhaps she’d never sailed before and was afraid of the sea. She glanced at him, and he caught her gaze and held it, testing her. The small muscles in her jaw moved as she clenched her teeth before she stepped behind one of her brothers, out of sight.

      Run Little rabbit, run and find your hole, crawl inside and hide, but know that even then, I will find you.

      Once Conal had her, Bernard Sauvage would have to negotiate better terms with him, which meant they would not be sailing to Jamaica, at least not without the other two ships in his fleet.

      The Sauvages had released him from the irons, but bound his wrists behind his back. He stood with his feet braced wide, issuing terse commands to his men.

      The Seeker began to pick up speed as the wind caught the square main sails. The upper sheets were still furled and lashed. The boy, Gabriel, seemed the most curious and observed the sailors closely. He enthusiastically offered a hand when he could, otherwise he stood as he did now, near the stern watching one man climb the rigging to secure a jib. Stevie sauntered over to him, and soon the two had their heads close together, deep in discussion.

      “Prepare to jibe,” Conal shouted. “Release the spanker.” The boom began to swing toward the ship’s midline. Stevie and the boy, apparently understanding neither the commands nor the resulting actions, continued to talk, backs facing the boom swinging their way.

      “Jibe ho!” Conal shouted. His men were all up in the yards, their captors either guarding with pistols or doing other minor tasks. It was blatantly obvious Stevie’s family of pirates had no experience working a ship of this size (if they had any experience at all). They’d done nothing but get in the way since they set sail. If he had to guess, he’d say they’d never even been at sea.

      Even worse, those who knew what ‘jibe ho’ meant weren’t close enough to relay his warning or help out.

      Considering the circumstances, it occurred to him that if he let the events unfold without interference, the pirate band would be quickly reduced by two. The young boy was close in age to Brendan’s younger brother, and as tempting as it was, Conal couldn’t stand idly by and watch the lad get swept overboard. The impact of the boom alone could crack his skull open. Seeing no other alternative, he ran toward the two. If the boom hit them, they would be badly hurt, or possibly knocked into the sea.
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