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  Prologue

Cape Verde Islands, 1824


The noise from the taproom flowed through the open door. Jedediah stood to the side while one man staggered out. When the way was clear, he slid through the door into the dimly lit room. His eyes searched through the smoke and barrier of bodies until he found a large man with a red beard. His informant had not exaggerated when he said the man had arms the size of tree limbs, and a chest as wide as the trunks in England’s glens. 
Finally, his search was at an end. In the ten months it took to find the captain, Jedediah had apparently been one port behind him at every stop. Now, his quarry was in sight. Soon he could return to London.
The bearded man threw back his head and roared with laughter. His arm snaked out and grabbed a barmaid, landing her firmly in his lap. Mayhap this man was not as fierce as Jedediah had been led to believe. But then, appearances could be deceiving. After all, his employer certainly kept his clandestine dealings separate from his noble status. Especially when he ventured to the London docks.
Disreputable men lurked everywhere.
Jedediah stared at the captain of Serpent’s Ghost. If tales were to be believed, this particular ship sailed in and out of ports as slick as a mate’s whistle. Disappearing into thin air. Named appropriately, he supposed. And its commander was a man to be feared—yet awed.
Some said he was ruthless.
Dangerous.
Deadly.
Diverse few said his haughtiness was more confidence than conceit. His temper flared as fierce as his red hair suggested—seemingly rooted from passion. Everything Jedediah had learned painted the man ruthless, devoid of mercy. Yet from more than one man’s lips, the words trust and loyalty were added to the intense captain’s qualities.
Those redeeming traits had convinced Jedediah’s employer that Captain Stephen Radbourn was the right man for this task. Being a staffer, Jedediah had been sent to find the notorious captain.
Without drawing attention to himself, he stayed in the shadows of the island’s tavern. He had come here for a reason. He could not back out now. Slowly, he stepped forward, making his way around the raucous room to the table of the man with hair so thick, green eyes blazed in the middle of a red cloud.
“Go on with ya,” the barmaid cooed.
“Give me a taste, wench.” The captain pulled at the scanty top barely covering the girl’s bosom, and lowered his head. She giggled and pretended to push away while giving him a generous view of her globes. The captain playfully drove a hand down the front of her blouse. The claim of his fondness for women was unquestionably true.
Clearly enjoying his advances, the girl wiggled closer. Her slender fingers grasped a lock of red hair and she whispered in his ear. The captain growled, removed his hand and squeezed her hip. He tilted his head and laughed again. The girl jumped from his lap with a siren’s grin and a promise in her eyes.
The captain lifted his mug, giving a salute.Another sailor, obviously in his cups, bumped into the raised arm, spilling the ale. The red-haired giant growled and lunged out of his chair, swinging his arms like a ship’s sails dithering in the raging sea wind. After a good blasting, the poor sod trembled in fright and scurried away.
Indeed. Jedediah had found the right man.
Inching closer, he stood beside the colossal man’s table. “Excuse me. Would you be the captain of Serpent’s Ghost?”
The huge man spun around, amazingly swift for a man his size. He lifted his brows in a gesture that very effectively managed to convey his displeasure. Jedediah swallowed. Maybe this was not the best way to approach the man, especially in a place like this.
With eyes as green as the palms on the island, the giant’s gaze held a calculating chill, dissecting every pore of Jedediah’s skin. The bushy beard covered a good bit of the captain’s face, but not enough to hide his scowl, which made his scrunched brows look about as malleable as granite.
“And who are you?” Captain Radbourn said with such a booming voice, surely the rafters shook.
Jedediah ignored his quaking knees and put on his best business face. “My name is Jedediah, but I am not important. If you are the captain of Serpent’s Ghost, I have a proposition for you.”
The hulking captain crossed his massive arms over his chest. “Go on.”
“You will be rewarded handsomely.” Jedediah gestured toward the table where the man had been sitting. “If you will allow me to buy you a drink, I will explain everything.”
The captain’s eyes narrowed with skepticism while he contemplated his decision. With a jerk of his head, he pulled back his chair and lowered his bulk. Thank goodness. Jedediah had a stiff neck from looking up. The man stood over six feet and a half foot more. The muscles on his frame looked like he’d pilfered the butcher’s shop and tied hams around his arms and thighs.
Trying to maintain his composure, Jedidiah pulled out a chair and motioned a barmaid to their table. Knowing this large man could break his thin frame like a twig did not embolden him. Nevertheless, he had a job to do. “My employer is a very wealthy man.” He wished his voice sounded stronger.
The captain propped his forearm on the wooden table, and leaned in close. “And just who is your employer?”
“A gentleman in England who prefers his name be kept private. However, he has instructed me to make you an offer.”
“Me,” the captain repeated.
“The captain of the Serpent’s Ghost,” Jedediah said and then held his breath.
The big man leaned back in his chair, making the wooden legs creak under his weight. “Why would your employer be wanting the Serpent’s Ghost?”
“Your reputation, of course. It is told that your ship can go places none other can. There are stories about its captain. I have heard he is ruthless and fears no one. It is said that his men—your men—are steadfast and loyal. Your ship has been known to slip in and out of ports of interest without notice.”
“And you would want my ship not to be noticed?” Lines creased the captain’s forehead.
“Undetected, yes.” Jedediah gave a sharp nod.
“The destination?”
Jedediah’s mouth was suddenly dry. He swallowed, then answered, “India.”
No movement. The captain, still as stone, gave no clue to his thoughts. Then his jaw tightened, and his eyes narrowed. Jedediah’s stomach coiled from the heated glare.
A mug of ale landed on the table, right in front of him. He nearly jumped out of his chair. Deeply involved in his purpose, he had not noticed the girl’s arrival. But the interruption gave him a moment of reprieve. With a saucy smile, the bar maid placed another mug in front of the captain. His eyes remained on Jedediah. Unable to coax a response from her previous admirer, she swung around to the next table.
“Why?”
Only one word. But the abrasive tone insisted Jedediah answer. “My employer has an interest in the Indian states.”
Captain Radbourn braced one arm on the table, leaning forward in the same position as before. “If you have learned anything about me, you should know I am a man who is informed about things happening on the other side of the world. I am familiar with the skirmishes among the Indian princes with the British military taking away the rulers’ independence. I assume your employer is aware there are warlike Rajputs who fight against being ruled by the British.”
“There are those who fight for good, and there are those who fight purely because they are evil. Should you run into such a group, they would be relentless.”
The captain’s eyes bore into him. “I have no intention of running into, as you say, such a group.”
As the captain—thankfully—relaxed back on his chair, Jedidiah sighed in relief. The captain lifted his mug, and Jedidiah took the moment to do the same. He took a quick sip, the cool, wet ale assuaging his thirst.
“I suppose you did your research before you singled me out for this undertaking.”
“Yes,” he replied, sitting his mug down. “We delved into your background.”
A devious smile lifted one corner of the giant’s mouth. “So, what were my credentials for this particular job?”
“Your brash manner captured my employer’s attention. You strike fear in the hearts of men. A more ruthless character would not be found.”
“Ruthless?”
“And fair,” he added quickly, not wanting to offend the captain. “Those two . . . qualities do not usually go hand in hand. Your men are loyal, to the point they would lay down their lives for you.”
“And you learned all this? You have been asking around more than a few places. And how do you know the loyalty of my men?”
“Such allegiance speaks exceedingly well for a man. Word gets around.” Every port Jedidiah had visited knew the red-bearded captain.
When the captain’s eyes blazed, Jedediah hoped he had complimented the man and not mistakenly insulted him in some way. He took another approach. “This undertaking would make you a fortune.”
Captain Radbourn leaned back once again, crossing his arms over his massive chest. “I will not trade in opium.”
“No . . . no one expects you to.” Jedediah hated the catch in his voice. He shifted his weight, suddenly aware of the wood beneath his seat. Hard, unyielding. Like the man in front of him.
Jedediah took a steadying breath. “There are Indian spinners and weavers who do not want to fight. These men believe in fair trade but are being forced by some armies to follow certain rulers, to give up their independence. Those are the ones my employer wants to help.” He waited a moment for his words to sink in. “I must have your answer before I give you more information.”
The giant seemed to be considering. Then he asked, “Would I be carrying guns?”
Jedidiah hoped his answer was the right one. His employer wanted this captain, but he would not lie to get him. “Yes. You would travel as a merchant transporting goods manufactured in Britain.” He reached to his inside pocket and carefully removed a dark cloth. He watched the captain as the man realized an object hid inside the folds. Making sure no one could see, Jedidiah pulled back one corner exposing a ruby the size of an egg.
The captain’s eyes darkened, but no other expression appeared on his face.
Jedediah waited breathlessly for a response. The man was maddeningly composed. He stared at the ruby, not with greed, but as if he were trying to discover the reason behind this meeting. Lives depended on their secrecy. Jedidiah would not let his master down.
“As I said, my employer would pay you well.”
He grew uncomfortable under the captain’s stare. Sweat broke out on the back of his neck. He willed his hands to remain still. Even though he desperately wanted to loosen his neck cloth, he dare not move a muscle. Trying not to blink, he prayed the giant would not plant a fist in his face. Or worse, choke the life out of him.
The master had assured Jedidiah that this was the one. The captain they could trust. He had based his decision on Jedidiah’s findings, of course, and he had been thorough. He needed to trust his employer’s instincts.
And pray.
“The money does not play a part in my decision,” the captain finally replied. “I own three other ships. And make a tidy profit. However, I feel a bit restless and suddenly find myself in need of a distraction.” The captain slammed both hands on the table with a bang. “I accept.”
After Jedediah nearly jumped out of his skin, relief unlike anything he’d ever known poured through his limbs. He had taken a risk, not knowing if he would be permitted to walk away. He quickly covered the gem, and put it out of sight. Men had killed for less than the priceless stone he housed in his pocket. “Are you certain? Once I disclose the details of this voyage, you must follow through. I need your word.”
Anger flared in large green eyes, and Jedediah feared his life had come to its end.
“Let me assure you of something, little man. Once I give my word, it will suffice.”
The captain’s harsh tone unsettled Jedediah to his bones. “Our matter is of a timely nature. It has taken me months to find you. My employer hopes you will set sail right away.”
“Is that so? Your employer must be an impatient man.”
“Quite the contrary. As I said, it has taken me months to find you. I will meet you tomorrow morning, at your ship, with more instructions.” Jedidiah collected himself and waited, hoping the captain would accept.
“I will speak to my men.”
“I bid you, do not say anything of our plans to your crew. At least until after you sail. I trust no one.” If anyone got wind of the reason behind this voyage, it would spell disaster—for everyone involved.

Stephen watched the squirrelly man slip away, wondering what he had just agreed to? He lifted his mug and doused his apprehension as quickly as he slaked his thirst. He’d been in sticky situations before.
“What was that all about?” Stephen’s first mate, Abe, plopped his ale on the table and lowered his frame into the chair the wiry man had just vacated.
“Our next voyage.” Stephen’s gaze remained on the little man until the crowd swallowed his form. “I just received an intriguing proposal.”
“Who was that?” Abe gave a jerk of his head.
“A man of a man.” Stephen shifted in his chair. “Who just offered me a fortune.”
“Another boasting of treasure?”
“Something a mite different.”
“You have the look of mystery. If there is secrecy, there must be a threat.”
“There is always an element of danger.” Stephen regarded his first mate. “What would you do if you had a fortune, Abe?”
“Same as you. Get my own ship and sail for the rest of me life.” He lifted his mug and took a hefty swallow.
Stephen absentmindedly rubbed the handle on his mug of ale. “With one large score, I could go home for Katherine.”
“And be right back on a ship in a matter of months. Your sister is fine with relatives in London. You love the sea.”
Stephen gave a knowing smile. “That’s why I still captain Serpent’s Ghost.” His eyes darted to the tavern door. Who was the little man? More important, who was his employer?
It mattered not at the moment. He had made a bargain. He would follow through.
“So, what’s it to be?” Abe asked after some moments.
Stephen looked to his mate. “The men have tonight. I’ll not disappoint them.” He lifted his mug and drained it. “Tomorrow, round up the crew.”
“Rounding them up will be a chore. May require a day or two. Most of them scattered the instant we docked.”
Stephen swiped the foam from his beard. “We leave as soon as the ship is stocked with supplies.”
“The little man in a hurry? Where are we headed?”
Stephen elevated one brow. “India.”
“India?” Abe stared, hesitating. Finally, he said what they both already knew. “We have not sailed in those waters before.”
“Aye.” Stephen frowned.
Again silence. Abe was trustworthy, and close as a brother could be. But he would not ask his captain to explain his decision. When Abe did speak, his voice was raspy. “Are you expecting trouble?”
“Hopefully, we will avoid it. We will not discuss it here. And not now.” He would learn the details in the morning. Tonight was for ale and women. He called out, with a wink. “I’m off to find me a willing woman.”
Abe laughed and turned to the barmaid heading in their direction. “I have a hunch you won’t need to go far.”






  
  Chapter 1

India, 1824


Cannons exploded, sending balls through the deck of  Serpent’s Ghost. Wood splintered propelling wreckage, making those fragments as deadly as a bullet. Smoke and shouts rent the air. Stephen bellowed orders to the crew, demanding to be heard over the chaos swarming on deck. Men drew their swords, but the magnitude of the opposite force climbing on board far outweighed the number fighting for their lives.
The ship was badly damaged and already taking on water. He would send Serpent’s Ghost to her grave before he let these assailants take his ship.
“There’s too many of ‘em, Captain. Even for us.” His second in command told him what he already knew.
“Damn it to hell,” Stephen barked.
“I’m with you. The men will fight to the death.”
“I know that, Abe. I did not plan on surrendering, but I will not serve these men up like lambs to a slaughter. Serpent’s Ghost is going down. Our only choice is to jump ship.” His gut twisted with his decision. Out manned, out gunned, he had no choice. As Abe said, the men would be fighting to their death. Any hope of winning was gone.
Now they fought to survive.
“Aye, Captain.” While Abe swung his sword, he made his way to the center of the action.
“Abandon ship,” Stephen shouted. The order tasted like bile as the words rolled off his tongue. At all times the crew followed his orders without question, but their hesitation portrayed their reluctance to obey—never before having to forsake their ship.
Three of the enemy devils confronted him at once. With a cutlass in one hand and his sword in the other, Stephen braced his feet and took a stand for their onslaught.
“Come on, you slimy bastards. The man hasna been born who can take me down.” The devils charged. He swung with all his might. The first man dropped. Stephen thrust his sword into the second while slashing the third. The cutthroat screamed as blood poured from his face. Another swipe and down he went to the fate of his mates.
Pain seared Stephen’s side. With a ferocious growl, he spun to face another attacker. More thrusts, and more. They kept coming. Abe signaled, letting Stephen know those left of his crew were now treading water. He leaped forward, slashing his way across the deck littered with lifeless bodies. During the skirmish, his crew had slain their share. He hoped most, if not all of them, escaped over the side. He fought like a madman, desperate to reach the stern. The last thing he saw, just before he jumped, was a flash of steel too damn close to his neck.
The cold sea sucked him down into her powerful depth. Rays of light pricked overhead, showing him the way to the surface. His lungs near to bursting, he broke through and gulped his first breath of air. He looked furiously about, searching for his men, praying they would make it to safety.
With determined strength, he wrestled away from the swirling current and headed for the beach, staying below the surface. Only when his lungs demanded air, he made his way topside. He maneuvered around a large rock, came up for another grasp of air, and found his men crawling onto shore.
Thank the merciful heavens.
He clawed his way to the water’s edge only to find more heathens waiting for them. His gut curled as he watched his men being bashed and slammed to the ground. Fury clawed his belly, driving him. He bounded from the surf, the breakers tugging him back. The enemy was waiting. Men grabbed his arms, jerking him from the water and then restraining him. Already winded, he had little fight left. But it took six to knock him to his knees and hold him.
One man stood out, obviously the leader of this blood-thirsty bunch. Dressed in an array of colorful robes. Clumps of black hair sprung down from a winding turban. Eyes just as black, glowed from a sense of triumph the cur must surely feel.
Stephen lunged, taking his holders off guard. Someone struck him with the butt of a gun before he’d gone two feet. Hands gripped his shoulders, slamming him to his knees.
The leader looked down the line of kowtowing males.
Serpent’s Ghost’s crew may have looked defeated, but Stephen knew hatred filled their eyes as well as their hearts. His men would not surrender. Would never give up. They waited for a sign from him. Loyal to the death.
He had not intended for his crew to be thus, but each man held his regard, and somehow the bond had formed. Every man would lay down his life for him, and he would do the same.
Evil filled the air. These devils attacked Serpent’s Ghost without warning, no hail, nor signal of any kind. The bastard showed no mercy as the crew crawled onto the beach. For their sake, Stephen must handle the situation carefully.
“Which one of you is the cap-i-tan?”
“I am,” he replied, his voice strong and sturdy.
“Well, well.” The leader’s eyes took on a gleam as if he’d just found a tasty meal. “So, you are the commander.”
The devil sauntered closer, but kept a good measure of distance between them. Smart. He probably sensed Stephen would attack the bastard if he came too close.
 He met Stephen’s gaze without tipping his chin above his nose. No easy feat since the man barely stood to Stephen mid-chest, if he were standing.
“What are you doing here?” The nasal tone set Stephen’s teeth on edge. The man knew he had the upper hand. He displayed his self-assurance in his slow, drawn out words.
“We’ve come to trade.” Stephen answered with as much calm as he could muster, when what he really wanted was to strangle the man till his eyes popped out of his damned head.
“Trade? What cargo do you have on your ship?”
“Sugar.” Even if the man found out he lied, Stephen would not disclose the guns hidden in the hold.
“You have entered into territory you should not have discovered.”
The story came easily to his lips. “A storm blew us off course. We were headed for the East India Port.”
The man studied Stephen as though he knew the captain lied. “But, Cap-i-tan, you sailed into my cove.” His grin twisted with malice.
His cove? Stephen glared, but held his tongue. This must be one of the Rajput princes who defied the emperor. One still clinging to his religious identity and resenting the English.
Chills shivered down his spine, and it did not have a bloody thing to do with his sea wet clothes. He feared this leader housed an evil soul. Malice filled his dark eyes. Black as night, and deadly.
“We were on a course for the Bay of Bengal,” Stephen said. “We anticipated making our way to the Port of Tuticorin by following the coast line.”
“Ahh, you expect me to believe this tale?”
“I speak the truth.” Lie or truth, Stephen did not like being called on his honor. His anger reflected in his voice.
“We will see how much of what you speak is the truth.” The prince twisted to the right, and raised his hand.
A shot rang out. One shipmate toppled to the ground with a gaping hole in his chest.
Stephen sucked air in between his teeth. Rage seeped through his bones.
The bloody whoreson.
He lunged in a roaring frenzy, every cell in his body wanting to kill. The pounding he received rivaled a bunch of bees pricking his hide, until their sting finally plummeted him onto the wet sand.
“Now.” The bastard showed no remorse. No feeling at all. “Has your answer changed?”
Stephen spit blood from his mouth. “I will kill you with my bare hands.”
The only reaction the leader gave was the narrowing of his eyes. “I will never understand you Englishmen. Foolish words. As you can see, you are at my mercy.”
No matter how much he hated the idea, the bloody bastard was right.
The man raised his arm in the air and with a flick of his fingers, several of his men came forward.
To Stephen’s horror, he saw chains. The bastard was going to put them in chains.
“What do you want?” he growled.
“I want to know how you found my secluded cove.”
“I told you . . .”
Another shot rang out.
Judas Priest!
Before the smoking gun cooled, his band of men placed shackles on the remaining crew. Stephen’s gut coiled. If they thought they could chain him . . .
Agony speared his temple and he thought his head would explode.
Darkness descended.

      [image: image-placeholder]Pain rolled over him in crashing waves. He prayed devoutly for the return of sweet, blissful unconsciousness—but it was not to be. There was that moaning again. How very strange. It seemed to be coming from him.
His arms were stretched over his head, his wrists bound by chains. Muscles strained where he hung, nearly pulling his arms from their sockets. At some point, the ache in his shoulders had dulled to a smarting throb. He thought he was still in one piece, although his legs hung loose. He could feel shackles, his ankles were tethered. Once again, rage jammed his skull. The pounding in his brain caused nausea to fill his throat.
Mindful his ribs were more than likely broken, he slowly gasped for breath.
His men.
Slaughtered before him. Their suffering increased his guilt. He had brought them here. To a land of chaos and bloodthirsty bastards who surely were spawned from the devil himself.
He wondered how long he’d hung here this time. Every few days the bleedin’ dogs would suspend him in these manacles like a prize trophy, take him down, throw him in a filthy corner of a cell, only to take him out and start the process all over again.
When would he wake from this horrendous nightmare? It seemed he’d been in this hell-pit forever. Between the beatings and other indescribable torture, he had lost count after the first few months. His body a shadow of what it used to be.
His size had always intimidated men. There was nothing intimidating about him now.
He enjoyed pounding his fist in a man’s face now and again. But, when a man was chained to a wall, the only blows he got were the ones he received. Time—and the Rajput prince—had taken their toll. For his legs were unable to carry him out of this bloody asylum.
Men’s voices drew his attention. They were back.
Their native tongue was unknown to his ears. He did not need to speak their language to know their intent. His worn muscles—what was left of them—continued to flex even though his limbs were limp from hunger. How much longer could his body hold out?
Flickering light bounced off the dungeon walls creating shadows. The shuffle of footsteps and then, the man he had come to hate, appeared from the dimness. He stopped, just out of reach. Then, he motioned to a sentry. The man dipped a ladle into a jug and poured water into a cup.
So, they were to play that game, again.
From swollen lids, he kept his stare straight forward. His empty belly ached. The prince thought starving him would . . . what? Make him crack? The bloody vultures sunk his ship. They’d murdered his men. There was nothing left.
The bastard simply tortured him for his own senseless pleasure.
The man stood with his arms crossed over his big belly concealed by layers of silk. With eyes as dark as his black hair, his sinister gaze glowed with a sense of triumph the deuced man must surely feel. A sickening smile, more like a sneer brandished the harsh angles of his face. Stephen hoped the man choked on his own spittle.
“Now, Cap-i-tan. Are you ready to talk?”
“Go to hell.” Although Stephen growled through gritted teeth, his voice emerged barely more than a croak.
The Rajput prince raised his arms. “What else can I do? You allowed your men to die when all I seek are answers.”
“Devil curse you for your vile acts.”
“Vile? You, Cap-i-tan, are responsible. You sentenced your men to death rather than tell me what I want to know. Tell me how you found my secluded cove.”
Stephen held his tongue. The bastard would never believe that by a stroke of fate they had stumbled into that particular cove. Stephen had considered it a stroke of luck, until cannons fired on his ship. The worthless monster raised one arm and gave a slight flick of his hand. Fire lanced Stephen’s back. Too weak to remain quiet, he cried out. Damn his fragile state.
“I would think, Cap-i-tan, you would do anything to end this.”
“And then you will spare my life?” Stephen rasped from his dry throat. “Like you did my crew?” Nothing could erase the images in his mind. The screams of his crew—tortured and slaughtered like animals—their bodies drug across the stone floor. His shame in knowing he could not save them. He had begged for their lives, and eventually … their welcoming deaths.
The whoreson smiled in triumph as his eyes narrowed. “You choose a slow miserable death?”
Stephen tried to spring forward with what energy he had left. His shackles jangled, making a mockery of his failed strength. He wished he could rip the chains from the damp rock, wrap them around the bloody man’s neck, and send his soul to hell.
Laughter echoed off the walls. “Your actions are foolish. Tell me what I want to know.”
For a harrowing moment, the man’s eyes held a crazed madness. Stephen knew it did not alter the words he uttered, the Rajput Prince derived too much pleasure in torture to allow his captive to go free. His chin lifted, and he gave another flick of his wrist.
Pain exploded. His damn lapdog packed a hell of a punch. By the force of the blow, the devil incarnate must have fractured Stephen’s jaw. The only bone in his body the bastard probably had not broken, up to now. Agony seared his face and sparks flashed before his eyes.
“You are a stubborn one.” The Rajput prince nodded again to his companion, turned in a flurry of colors, and strode back into the darkened tunnel.
Stephen braced himself for what came next.

      [image: image-placeholder]A mallet pounded in his brain. Stephen lay on his side, his face upon cold stone, his hip against bars set in walls of rock. Eyelids swollen from the most recent beating, he could not get them to open enough to see even a glimmer of light. Not that there would be more than a flickering flame from the wall outside his cell. Still he struggled to raise his lids in hope the dizzy spinning would slow somewhat before he retched again.
The stench alone was enough to make an ordinary man hurl. He’d been given very little to eat. He tried to swallow, but his enlarged tongue assured him that his throat was bone dry. Something trickled down his cheek. He knew it wasn’t sweat. He tried to raise his arm to wipe the blood—instant agony let him know it was broken. He did a mental check of other body parts. With this much pain, they all had to be present and accounted for. Although, it just might be worth getting rid of a few if he could shed the pain right along with a few limbs.
Sorrow clogged his lungs.
His shipmates. Men he had been responsible for. He should be with them. Lying in the ground beside them. But he would not give up. He lived for the day when he could rip the guts out of the evil monster, make him suffer as he had made Stephen’s crew suffer. He would afflict such pain and torment, the bastard would prefer hell instead of being at Stephen’s mercy.
He could not move an inch, a limb, a muscle. A limp mass on top of filth. Weak as a new born kitten. Every curse word imaginable crossed his lips. The bastard gave no chance for escape. His damn dogs kept a close watch. Even when they took him down from his restraints and threw him in his prison, they never left him alone. These cutthroats were worse than rabid animals.
Now his chances were even dimmer. With two broken ankles, there was no chance he’d be running away. Hell, he couldn’t even stand. And thanks to the latest beating, he had no idea how long it would be before he could eat again—when they allowed it. Not that you could call the swill they served as food. When was the last time he’d eaten?
Stephen urged his mind to other things. Pleasant things. Anything to provide the distraction he needed to survive the anguish that consumed him.
Home—Aunt Elizabeth—Uncle Albert—Katherine.
Sometimes, Kat was too much for his weary mind to handle. Ever since their parents’ deaths, he’d tried to give her what she wanted. Hell. Every time he looked at her, he saw the pain of loss in her young, sad eyes. They pulled at his heart strings. He had made his sister his priority, her needs his own.
True he’d spoiled her since she was a baby. He had let her have her way many times. With a temper to match that fiery red hair— like him— she would not stop until she got exactly what she wanted. And Stephen had never been able to deny her.
She looked so much like their mother.
While he sailed the seas, his little sister had grown. A beautiful young woman dancing at parties and balls. He imagined her in a whirl of lace and petticoats. No more freckles, or running around in pigtails. If for no other reason, he needed to get out of this hell for her. Get back to England, and keep her safe from rogues. And men like him.
Home.
Voices again. Oh God. Terror held him in its grip even though he tried to shove it away. Footsteps. A guard bent to retrieve something from the floor. What could it be? They had already exhausted everything imaginable. Death didn’t scare him, but he’d thought his end would come while on his ship. Maybe sink to a watery grave. Not die like a mutilated rat in a hellish dungeon. He would rather go down fighting—even if they had already bled his strength.
A heavy thud echoed. A body landed on the filthy floor.
What the devil?
Unable to see clearly, his other senses sharpened. He listened intently. Someone moved outside his cell, and not the usual trio who guarded him. Enthusiastic whispers rendered him to consciousness. The concerned voices were not the ones of his enemies. To his disgust, he would have to be carried if someone were to free him from this hellhole. It would be a miracle, if after all this, he would escape still a man.
Keys clanked against the metal lock. They were coming to him. What more could they do to him? Yet the frightening unknown set off his survival instincts. His head screamed at his body, move! Too bad he did not have the energy. He was going to die soon. At least he would be with his comrades.
Someone entered his cell, stepped close. He heard a voice, deep and raspy. It might be the man in the next cell. Another voice. Then, there were two men standing over him.
Facing what he knew would come next, and the stench of his own blood, caused his stomach to roll. Unable to fight the dizziness any longer, he thankfully sank to a world of darkness.

      [image: image-placeholder]“It’s about time you got here. Hurry up.” Clothed in black, the rebel leader’s men were hard to see. But Tarak’s eyes had grown accustomed to the darkness. A clinking sound and the cell bars opened. He stepped through.
“Took us a while to find you, Tarak,” his second in command said.
“Did you silence the guards?”
“They’re all dead. We did not leave anyone to sound an alarm.”
“Give me those keys.” He jerked the metal ring from Dinar’s hand and hurried to the captain’s cell.
“Tarak, what are you doing?”
“He’s going with us.” Keys clanked against callous steel. Tarak hurried, his shaky fingers made opening the lock more difficult.
“Have you lost your mind?”
Maybe he had. Who wouldn’t after the torture he had witnessed. If not for the captain, he would have been the recipient of the Rajput’s ruthlessness. “I said he’s coming with us.”
“You’re the chief,” Dinar conceded.
Once the lock clicked, Tarak jerked the cell door open and rushed inside.
“Not much left of ‘em.” Dinar spoke over Tarak’s shoulder. “He looks like he’s dead.”
“Any other man would be.” Tarak knelt on one knee and put a hand to the captain’s throat. Silent in his own cell, Tarak had watched in revulsion as the evil prince ordered cruel acts upon the captain—and wondered if he would suffer the same fate, knowing most likely he would not survive. Yet, the captain lived, after all the man had endured. And he deserved to die somewhere other than this rotting hole.
“He’s still alive. Help me get him up.”
“He’s a tall ‘un. Limp like he is, how we going to do this and not make him worse?”
Tarak turned and gave a harsh whisper. “Gafur!”
A large man filling the doorway, ducked his head and squeezed inside.
“Gafur. Take him. If you have to carry him on your horse, do it. I’ll not leave him behind.”
Silent as a crypt, and with the ease of picking up a boot, the large man hefted the captain in his arms and carried him like a babe. Shifting his weight from side to side, he made his way through the cell doorway.
“There are other prisoners.” Tarak said.
“Apu is releasing every last one. The prince will have a fine time trying to round them up again. Course the only one he may come after is you.”
“Then we shall put distance between us.” Tarak rushed down the dark corridor with his men. He had known they would come. All he’d had to do was wait. He had been spared at the sacrifice of the British captain. He cringed. This Rajput was not a man. He was Satan.
They rushed to the opening. Once outside, Tarak found more of his men waiting with horses. He jumped onto a saddle and grabbed the reins. Kicking the animal’s sides, he fled into the night.
Darkness aided in their escape. But the presence of the captain cost them precious seconds. After they had ridden a good distance, Tarak nudged his horse beside Gafur. “How is he?”
“He’s barely breathing. I do not know what is keeping him alive.”
“Sheer will. There is a village ahead. I’ll send a man to scout for someone to take him off our hands.”
Tarak gave orders to dismount. No fires were lit, the men kept watch. His men never questioned, simply followed the orders he gave. The group of rebels may have wondered why he brought along a man who was sure to die, but none asked. Even Dinar withheld his opinion. They waited in silence.
When Tarak checked on the captain, Gafur shook his head. If the captain died, he would be free of the pain, as well as the horrible prison. Tarak would bury the captain with honor.
“Someone comes.” His second spoke.
A wagon rolled into camp, with two of his men following.
“Thanks to Buddha. We’re too exposed in the open,” Apu added.
Tarak hurried to the wagon. A little man climbed down. A long plait of hair, bound by a strip of leather, hung down his back. He stood with his arms folded and his hands inside the sleeves of his too-big shirt. Another person climbed from the wagon, same size, same dark clothing. The little man gave a nod and let out a string of gibberish. About to hurl an oath, Tarak stopped at the soft voice of a young girl.
“My father has agreed to help. Where is the hurt man?”
Tilting her head, she avoided direct eye contact, but her voice crooned like a singing bird. Tarak realized his mistake. This was a young woman. The little man bobbed his head up and down. Tarak wondered if the small man understood the words the girl spoke.
“Hand him over and let’s get out of here.” Dinar spoke from behind.
Tarek’s men had succeeded in their well-organized escape, but they were not yet in the clear. The quicker they got rid of the captain, the quicker they could cover their tracks, and lead the prince in the opposite direction. For there was no doubt the Rajput Prince would follow once he found them gone—if for no other reason than his pride would demand satisfaction.
“This way.” Tarak led the little man and girl over to the spot where the captain was hidden. They could not take the risk of him being discovered.
The little man slumped to his knees, then ran his hands over the captain’s body. He spoke to the young woman in their tongue.
Hurry it along, would ya?
The prince had been after his rebel army for a long time. When Tarak had been captured, he knew he would be tortured, and was willing to die. But he had been astounded at the lengths the prince had gone to torture the British captain. As though the cruel Rajput had a personal vengeance against the man.
The little man stood and spoke, again a slew of rapid words. This time, the girl did look at Tarak. “My father asks for you to place him in our cart.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Mei Li dipped the cloth in the bowl and dabbed at the corner of the man’s mouth. For three days, he lay still as death, yet he breathed. She mixed her father’s curing sage with some water and finally got a few drops inside the injured man’s mouth—and hopefully into his stomach. Her father had wrapped a cloth around the man’s head to hold his jaw in place, which made it difficult to give him any nourishment.
She had never seen so much hair on a man’s face, or his body. The color of fire, as the sun sets in the evening sky. As she wet the cloth, she smoothed thick curls back from his bruised face. Yellow and purple tinted his left cheek. She smoothed the cloth over his face, applied ointment on the open wound, and then retied the cloth tightly under his chin.
His hands and feet were sizeable. The torn clothing that hung on his body implied he’d been a large man at one time. Skin hung on his bones. Deep cuts oozed with poison. Every inch of his body had been wrapped with healing herbs. Her father had arranged the man’s limbs and bound them tightly for his broken bones to mend properly. As she rewrapped his ankles, she wondered what cruel person had done this to him.
“Mei Li.”
She stepped to the back of the wagon and raised the flap. “Yes, Father.”
He stood with his hands folded inside the sleeves of his long robe. “Come. Let us eat.”
Mei Li climbed to the ground. “Father, the movement of the wagon hurts him. His body rolls with each hole the wheel falls into.”
Her father gave a sharp nod, then turned to the fire. Mei Li lifted the kettle and poured a portion of tea into two cups. She handed one to her father.
“I am afraid, my daughter, the bounce of the wagon over rough ground will not allow his bones to mend.”
She kept her silence, as she had been taught, not wanting to intrude on her father’s thoughts. She sipped her tea. After a long moment, he spoke.
“The one who did this will search for him. We cannot hide him, daughter. The journey is rough. If we stop, we give aide to those who seek him. We put him and ourselves in danger. We must find other shelter.”






  
  Chapter 2


The hateful man left. 
Reluctantly, Jennifer held her tongue and turned to go back inside the small house. Her haven, barely more than a mere shack in need of repair. It was not much, but it was all she had.
She closed the door, lowered the bolt firmly into place, and then pressed her back to the wood. Making a face, she contemplated her chances of getting away with shooting the loathsome man. Could she hide the body? Would she be able to drag him away, or bury him without being discovered? She shook her head. What a flight of fancy.
Only a few hours remained until darkness, then she would go to her lonely bed. But no matter how desolate she got, she would never welcome Barincott to her bed.
Jennifer carried a well-worn pot over to the stone-laid fire pit. The first year in this isolated land, she had been miserable. Blinded by love, she had eagerly left her home in England two years ago.
Born and raised in a comfortable London house, her father was a member of parliament, and her mother a favored member of the Ladies Social Club. Like any other young maiden, Jennifer had dressed in the latest fashion. She had been ecstatic when the time came for her coming out. She attended parties and balls, and danced with the most handsome of men. It was at one particular ball she met and had fallen madly in love with a second son. Only the first son could inherit land and a title. So, with stars in her eyes, Jennifer had gone with her sweetheart to a new land full of promise and adventure. She had left the security of her home and the warmth of her family to follow a man full of dreams, ready to make his fortune.
If only he had.
She’d gone from blind love to keen-sighted misery. Foolishly, she had believed his promises to love her forever—assuming he ever had. She could barely recall the happy times she’d shared with her newly married husband. A young girl with her delusions of fairytales, her head in the clouds, she thought she loved him.
Johnny lost his boyish, good looks too soon. Failure after failure crushed all hope of finding his pot of gold at the next rainbow. Broken dreams turned him into a stern, obsessed, and finally, a dejected man. He took to the bottle. His drinking made him careless, and by accident, he’d ended his young life.
What would her existence be like if he had found his golden goose? What would her life be like if she had remained safely ensconced in the bosom of her family?
Jennifer closed her eyes and willed the tears not to fall. She had cried enough when she came to this desolate country. She could never go back. Not after the way she’d left. Disobeying her father, she had sneaked away like a thief in the dark of night. He would never forgive her.
Kneeling before her grate of stones, her hands worked quickly to start a fire. In short time, flames licked the logs and warmth penetrated the small space. She stood and wiped her palms across her skirt.
At least the dwelling was hers. She looked around the room. An uneven table, on which she had put the wooden legs herself. If she had waited for Johnny, it would never have gotten done, for he was always chasing his next aspiration.
Her husband’s death had left her at the mercy of the fates. But, Jennifer was made of strong stock. There was no one to take care of her, she had to rely on herself.
Chopping wood gave her blisters, but she swiftly learned to tie cloth around her palms before tackling the chore. How proud she’d been, building a bench for the table. Her back straightened and she stood a bit taller.
It was not easy. But she was a survivor. And she would waste no more tears over a man who had the insolence to die and leave her alone in this brutal country.
Placing a precious potato on the table, Jennifer picked up a knife. The thought of carving an ear off her disreputable neighbor popped into her head. After their harrowing confrontation, she deserved a boon. So, she picked up a second potato. As the dull blade scraped the brown skin, she made a note to add sharpening to her
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Will the passion they share
be enough? He must
choose—her or revenge.
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