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Author’s Note

After Scotland’s defeat in the 1745 Jacobite uprising, Charles Stuart was secretively whisked away to France, where he never fully recovered from his defeat. He became an alcoholic, his wife left him, and he eventually traveled to Rome where he would later die. England came down heavily on the Scots. Kilts were banned, Scotsmen were not allowed to carry weapons, and they were not allowed to gather as a clan.

A few years later, the French drafted a plan to invade England. They approached Charles Stuart with the hope he would agree to land on Scottish shores and raise another rebellion, thus luring England’s forces away from home soil. France would then cross over into England and overpower the small army that remained.

England, having heard of the planned invasion, met France’s fleet at Quiberon Bay. France incorrectly surmised that England would never fight in horrible winter winds and shallow waters. The French were wrong.

The battle lasted all night and when the sun rose, England had lost fifty men and France had lost 2,500 men.

While I have changed the location of the battle and the time of year by a few months, Phin and Mairi’s story is loosely based on these historical events.


Chapter One

Bloody hell but he was in a fine dilemma.

The stone floor was wet and hard and poking into his arse. The wall behind him was just as hard, just as wet, and just as uncomfortable.

He had no idea where he was. Most likely Newgate. First off, it smelled like Newgate—like the wretched odor of the Thames—and Newgate was where the worst offenders resided until their trial.

He also had no idea how long he’d been here. Days, at least. No longer than a week. Maybe.

Time stood still when all you saw were the same four walls and food was sporadic at best.

He’d arrived in England after a long absence when he was arrested on his way to visit his family. At first he’d had no idea why he had been arrested.

Well, of course he had some idea. He was a pirate and he’d just returned from the Indian Ocean where he’d “acquired” a goodly amount of fine silks and spices and gold and made a very tidy profit off the sale of his plunder.

It’d been that last bloody ship he’d attacked that landed him here. How was he supposed to have known the ship was owned by the favorite cousin of the Duke of Farrington’s wife?

His fault. He should have been more careful. He shouldn’t have stopped in the pub for a drink. He should have gone straight home. He shouldn’t have been greedy and attacked that last ship.

Phin Lockwood, pirate-turned-prisoner, rested the back of his head against the wet, mossy wall and fought his rising panic. He couldn’t die like this. He refused to succumb shackled and beaten down.

The clanging of metal keys had his gaze going to the door, which remained locked except for once a day when food was tossed in. It was not feeding time, so that meant a change in the schedule and that did not bode well for him.

The screech of metal upon metal was near to deafening after the silence he’d endured. The door opened, more metal grinding against stone, and a guard appeared, sporting a wicked smile and evil little eyes. This was not the same guard that had served him since he’d arrived. Another reason that whatever was happening could not be beneficial to his health and well-being.

He had been denied food for so long that he was shaking with fatigue and hunger. And now very real fear.

“Come on now. ’E wants te see ye.”

Phin cocked a brow. “He?”

“The king, hisself. Hurry now. Can’t keep the king waiting.”

Phin pressed his back against the wall for support while he raised himself up. He had no idea why King George would want to see him.

He shuffled toward the open door, tasting freedom but unwilling to hope for it. Part of him believed he was taking that last long walk and so he said a silent goodbye to the family he would never see again and the friends who’d been good to him. He also sent up a silent prayer asking for forgiveness. It’d been ages since he’d actually prayed but he figured it couldn’t hurt now.

The guard cuffed him on the shoulder, causing him to stumble. He growled but there was no threat to it. He was too weak and he was unarmed.

He followed the guard through the dank halls and out into sunshine so bright, his eyes closed automatically. He was loaded into a carriage that resembled a large box with bars on it and transported to Kensington Palace.

Part of him truly believed he was walking to his execution, so he was surprised when they stopped at the palace. He was marched into a large, cold chamber to face a chair so ornate it could only be the king’s.

Voices echoed throughout the chamber, but Phin was too weary and too focused on staying upright to turn around to see who it was. So it was with great surprise that he found his friend, Sebastian Addison, the Earl of Claybrook, standing next to him.

“What the hell?” he muttered.

“Just follow along, mate, and we’ll get you out of here.”

“In truth?”

“In truth.”

Phin leaned forward and nodded to the man on the other side of Sebastian. Sir Colin Atwater. Interesting, his presence here. Atwater was in charge of the Office of Intelligence, better known to Phin as The Office. Atwater was also the man Sebastian reported to, which had Phin wondering just what the hell was going on here. Sebastian had been England’s premier spy before he went soft and wed Gabrielle, another of England’s spies. But Sebastian was retired now. Or as retired as one could get when in the spy business. Was he coming out of retirement, or was he using his influence to save Phin? Phin could only hope for the latter.

“His Majesty, the King.” The announcement of the king’s arrival stopped all conversation. King George II walked in and sat slouched in his chair appearing ten kinds of bored.

“Don’t fall down,” Sebastian whispered out of the side of his mouth.

“I’m trying not to.”

“State your business, Atwater. And this better be worth the interruption,” King George said.

Phin experienced a surge of annoyance. The king was irritated that he’d been interrupted? Surely Phin’s life was worth an interruption. However the king might think differently since Phin was nothing but an irritating pirate who had once sailed with the notorious Lady Anne, and who had been a burr in the side of a few English shipowners since then. Hence the fairly large bounty on his head and more than likely the reason he’d been residing in Newgate the past few days.

How in the bloody hell did Sebastian think he was going to get Phin out of this fine mess?

Atwater bowed to the king. Phin was never all that comfortable around Atwater. He was too quiet, too unassuming, and too interested in the goings on around him. In other words, he liked to lurk in the corners and watch. Bizarre, that.

“Your Majesty, we appreciate your audience. I am here to back up everything that Lord Claybrook is here to tell you.” He stepped back and motioned with a nod of his head to Sebastian.

“Your Majesty, I have asked for an audience in regards to Phin Lockwood, the gentleman on my right,” Sebastian said.

The king leaned forward to peer at Phin. “Lockwood. Aren’t you the pirate we just seized?”

Phin suppressed a shudder at the word “seized.”

Sebastian cleared his throat. “He is, Your Majesty.”

The king sat back. “What business have you with a pirate, Addison?”

“As you know,” Sebastian said, “I’m still in pursuit of Grant McFadden.”

“Reprobate and traitor.” The king spat on the ground.

Phin had to suppress a smile. The king held no love for any Scotsman who fought for Bonny Prince Charlie, and Grant McFadden would definitely fall into that category. He was more of a burr in the side of the king than Phin had ever been.

“I feel that with Mr. Lockwood’s assistance I just might be able to capture said reprobate and traitor,” Sebastian said. “But Mr. Lockwood can’t help me if he’s residing in Newgate.”

King George turned narrowed eyes on Phin and studied him for long minutes. Phin tensed, every muscle screaming in agony from spending long days and nights on the cold, wet floor, from the beating he’d received before arriving at Newgate, and from the very real fear that the king would deny Sebastian this request.

“Lockwood. You’re the one who plundered Farrington’s cousin’s ship?”

“Something he would have never done if he’d known the ship was owned by someone so esteemed,” Sebastian said.

Phin stiffened at the lie, but Sebastian shot him a warning look.

The king huffed. “How might Lockwood help in capturing McFadden?”

“He has skills and contacts in the underworld that I don’t possess.”

Phin shot Sebastian a surprised look. What contacts in what underworld? All he knew were other sailors.

The king drummed his bejeweled fingers on the arm of his chair. His gaze slid to Atwater.

“I trust you, Atwater, so I must believe if you’re willing to back Addison then this must be true.” His gaze slid back to Sebastian. “You may have Lockwood.”

Phin’s relief was so great that his shoulders sagged and he feared he would fall over.

“However, if Lockwood does not bring McFadden to me then his life is forfeited.”

Phin snapped taut. He looked at the king in disbelief. His life was forfeited?

Bloody hell.

Sebastian bowed. “Of course, Your Majesty. He won’t disappoint you.”

Sebastian grabbed Phin’s arm and squeezed. Phin managed to bow without falling on his face, but just barely. He was reeling from the fact that in one moment he was free and the next a noose hung over his head. He was teased with the taste of freedom and he was damn angry about it.

Sebastian led the way out of the palace. Somewhere in the dark hallways they lost Atwater before stepping into the brightness of the day where Phin stood blinking. The carriages rolling past, the finely dressed people strolling the street seemed foreign to him after so long on the sea and then days locked in a small, airless room.

Sebastian tugged on his gloves and looked up the street. “That went well.”

“How in the bloody hell do you think that went well? How am I supposed to find Grant McFadden?”

“Your ship and crew are waiting for you. You’re to set sail for Scotland where you will encounter McFadden’s sister. Bring her to England. We will use her to flush her brother out.”

Phin blinked. His stomach growled and his knees shook with weakness. “If I fail, I lose my life,” he said.

“Yes. That’s unfortunate.” Sebastian frowned. “We’ll just have to see that you don’t fail then.”

Unfortunate? “Addison,” he growled.

“Let’s not worry about that just yet,” Sebastian said. “Our first order of business is to get you bathed and shaved. You’ll frighten the ladies.”

“I don’t give a damn about the ladies.” What was this nonsense about McFadden’s sister?

“Splendid. Because you don’t have time to worry about ladies right now. We need to get you to Scotland.”


Chapter Two

Mairi McFadden clutched the edge of the bed and swallowed the bile rising in her throat. The pirate ship swayed beneath her as seamen above called out to one another.

It wasn’t even moving, the ship. From the shore it looked to be placidly sitting atop the water, but that had been an illusion. The small waves caused it to gently rock. But even that small motion sent her stomach into rebellion.

This was something she had not anticipated when she made the ill-fated decision to stow away on Captain Phin’s ship, as she’d never set sail before.

She closed her eyes, willing herself to remain calm. Calm on a ship full of pirates. What had she been thinking?

Above her a seaman laughed.

Nay, not a seaman. A pirate.

She peeled her fingers off the bed frame and curled them around the cold steel pistol while trying not to fall off the bed. Bunk. Isn’t that what sea-type people called their beds? Bunks?

Oh, what did it matter? She was in the bedchamber of the notorious pirate Phin, about to accost him with a pistol. Whether she was sitting on his bed or his bunk made no difference.

The ship dipped one way and swayed the other, causing the contents of her stomach to dip and sway with it.

She willed her stomach to quiet while she listened to the goings-on above her. There was much running about and shouting. Good-natured shouting. Lots of laughter. Some clanking. Every once in a while a deep voice rumbled through the wooden planks above her head and made her heart hammer quite harshly.

It was far too late to change her mind. She knew that. But it did not keep her from wanting to.

She sat ramrod straight and watched her muddied boots sway with the ship but that caused her stomach to roil even more. It’d been a long trek to reach this destination, and she was desperate to speak to Captain Phin. She hoped and prayed that the man who sent her in this direction had not led her wrong. “Find Captain Phin Lockwood,” he’d said. “He can help you locate your brother.”

She hoped so because Phin Lockwood was her last hope in saving her land and her heritage. And possibly her freedom.

To keep her mind from such morbid thoughts she looked about her.

The room was made of rough-hewn wooden planking—on the floors, the ceiling and the walls. There was nothing soft about it. No curtains at the large windows that overlooked the ocean behind them. No carpets to warm one’s feet in the winter. No soft-backed chairs with thick padding. There was a small table with a metal tankard on it, a lone chair, a desk in the corner, and placed upon it appeared to be sailing implements, but she would not know a sailing implement if it reared up and bit her on the nose.

There were no paintings of family members or even a beloved animal. Clothes were not tossed about. In fact, the place was immaculately kept.

And, of course, there was the bed she was sitting upon. Mayhap she should move to the chair. It wouldn’t do for Captain Phin to find her on his bed. That might give him ideas. Then again, she was in his bedchamber. And she had a pistol. He was definitely going to have some ideas.

Oh, what did any of it matter? She was just that desperate.

The sound of large, booted feet made its way toward Captain Phin’s cabin, interrupting her thoughts. The steps were heavy, methodical, steady, moving ever closer. Mairi sat up. Her palms grew moist and her heart thundered. This had to be him. Even his footsteps sounded authoritative.

She jumped up and wiped her free hand on her skirts, wincing at the protestation of her stomach. Transferring the pistol, she wiped off her other hand, then raised the pistol with both hands, sighting down the barrel as her da taught her to do.

The door creaked open and Captain Phin stepped in. All six foot plus of him. He had to duck to clear the doorway and when he straightened, the top of his blond head nearly touched the ceiling.

He locked stormy gray eyes on her. He was wearing a dark blue waistcoat with gold epaulets at the shoulders and absolutely nothing beneath it except a very large expanse of sun-browned skin.

Oh my. She had to remind herself to breathe.

His breeches were tan in color and so tight she saw every muscle in his thighs ripple. Rugged, well-worn boots reached his knees.

Mairi tore her astonished gaze from his body to his face. This was not what she expected when she pictured Captain Phin Lockwood. She’d imagined an older man, face creased by years on the ocean. Bowlegged, bent at the shoulders, a dry voice and rheumy eyes.

This man’s shoulders were impossibly wide and his eyes … She swallowed. She’d never seen such beautiful gray eyes.

A dark brown brow was lifted in query, a sensuous mouth twisted in an ironic smile. He crossed his arms over his naked chest and spread his very non-bowlegged legs to accommodate the rocking of the ship.

“That pistol is as big as you are, little one.” Oh, dear. That voice wasn’t dry at all. It was smooth as the whiskey her da had kept in his study.

Then his words registered in her addled brain. It wasn’t exactly what she expected him to say when confronted with a pistol pointed at him. Then again, she should not be surprised. All her life people commented on her petite stature. Good things come in small packages, her da often told her. She felt a pang at the thought of her da. Gone now, like all the others in her life.

“I know how to use it,” she said. “Make no doubt.”

He leaned a broad shoulder on the doorframe, still half-smiling. “It has a kick, you know. It might send you through those windows, then I’d be obliged to dive in after you.”

She trembled at the thought of her body hurtling through the windows that overlooked the stern and Captain Phin jumping in to save her. For some reason the thought of that tight body diving in after her did funny things to her stomach that had nothing to do with the movement of the ship.

He looked her up and down, starting at her feet and leisurely making his way up her body. The amusement in his expression never altered. Those eyes missed nothing. She had no doubt his nimble brain catalogued everything, storing it away for future use.

The ship rocked a bit more than usual. Captain Phin didn’t seem to notice, but Mairi stumbled. Her stomach seemed to be a few seconds behind. She took a deep breath, hoping to quell the nausea.

“To what do I owe the honor of your presence, m’lady?”

The pistol was becoming heavy. The muscles in her upper arms burned and her fingers ached from clutching it so tightly. She blinked and was startled to see that he’d moved closer.

“Don’t move,” she said a wee bit too late and not nearly as menacingly as she’d hoped. He smelled like lemons and the ocean. For some reason she was surprised that he smelled so good. Weren’t pirates supposed to be unclean and, well, dirty looking?

He raised his arms out to the side. “My apologies. I wouldn’t want to make you fidgety. Could I at least get your name? I’d hate to go to Davy Jones’s locker without the name of the beautiful lass who sent me there.”

She licked her dry lips. Of course he would want to know her name and of course he’d learn it at some point if she was going to hire him. “Mairi.”

His eyes glittered with amusement. She wasn’t sure what to think of that. She’d expected anger, maybe even a little fright, but not amusement.

“Mairi.” Her name rolled off his tongue like clotted cream on a hot scone. The way he rolled the “r” nearly weakened her knees. “ ’Tis a beautiful name.”

“I need you.”

His eyes crinkled at the corners. “Do you now? No need to hold a pistol on me for something I’d do willingly.”

This conversation wasn’t going at all to plan. She’d misspoke and now he thought she was in his cabin for that. Sweet Mary and Joseph, this was all going wrong.

“I need …” She swayed. The pistol wavered. Her stomach rolled. “I need …”

“Here now.” Captain Phin lunged toward her.

Mairi’s stomach heaved and suddenly the contents came rushing up and out and onto his boots.

He cursed and jumped back, but it was too late.

Mairi’s eyes rolled into the back of her head and she dropped the pistol right before she fell.


Chapter Three

“Bloody hell!” Phin stared down at his ruined boots then at the woman lying on the floor. She was crumpled in a bundle of sky-blue linen. Thick hair the color of well-aged whiskey covered a face he knew was pale because it’d lost all color before she unloaded her last meal all over his boots.

The pistol had skittered away and a small hand was outstretched as if still reaching for it.

She was a tiny bit of nothing. In fact he’d thought she was a child when he first walked in, but that wasn’t a child who’d held a pistol on him. That was all woman.

He nudged her with the toe of his filthy boot, but she didn’t move. Hell and damnation. He leaned down and scooped her off the floor to cradle her against his chest. Beneath the outdated gown were generous curves, plump breasts and trim ankles. He’d noticed the ankles when she fell in an ungracious heap. He looked down at lips the color of ripe peaches and a pert nose covered with freckles.

He adjusted her slight weight and contemplated his bunk. He couldn’t leave her in here where it stank to high heaven. Besides, what if she were to get sick again?

He turned on his heel and headed for the lower deck where the brisk ocean breeze would revive her and hopefully bring some color to her face.

“Cap’n?” Ezra, Phin’s first mate, approached and looked from the woman in Phin’s arms to Phin with a fierce frown.

“No worries, mate. Needs a bit of fresh air is all.” He settled her on the deck close to the spray. Her head lolled back, revealing a pale neck scattered with more of those damn freckles. For some reason the freckles twisted something inside of Phin. She was vulnerable, this one. Her eyes said it all. Hazel eyes clouded with grief and pained confusion.

His heart beat with excitement at how easy it had been to find her. Damn but Sebastian was good. She’d just fallen at his feet. Literally. He could only hope that the rest of his mission would be just as easy. If so he’d be a free man in no time.

Ezra crouched beside Phin and looked at her with brows creased. “Where’d she come from?”

“I’m unsure. I found her in my cabin with a pistol pointed at me.” Which was the truth. He didn’t know where she came from.

“A what?”

“I know. I was flabbergasted myself.”

“Why’d she hold a pistol on you?”

“We never made it to that point in the conversation. She spewed all over my boots.”

Ezra’s gaze darted to Phin’s boots and his nose wrinkled in distaste. “Huh.”

Why did she hold a pistol on him? What story had she been told to search him out and by whom? Yes, Sebastian was good at what he did but he tended to play his cards close to his chest and not tell the people around him everything. Frustrating, that.

She still wasn’t coming around, which worried Phin a bit. The breeze was chilly, the ocean spray cold—together they should have revived her.

Phin knelt on one knee and lightly tapped her cheek.

“Careful, sir. This one’s dainty,” Ezra said.

That she was.

Phin folded his arms over his knee and stared down at her. She was breathing. That was a good thing. Her breasts rose and fell above the décolletage of her blue gown. He had an unholy urge to yank the fabric a little higher. Funny, that. His urges always tended toward the tugging down of a bodice.

“How’d she get on the ship?” Ezra asked, bending lower to study her closer.

“She didn’t say.”

“She give you her name?”

Phin hooked his fingers inside Ezra’s collar and yanked him back. “Mairi.”

“Mairi. Scottish, then?”

“Sounded like it.”

“Huh.”

Yes. Huh.

She moaned. Her eyes fluttered and for a moment he glimpsed her confusion before she turned her head.

Ezra jumped back. “Holy Moses,” he whispered.

Phin patted her cheek again. “Mairi,” he said softly. “Wake up, sweet Mairi.”

Her eyes popped open. She jerked upright with a small squeak and scooted back on her heels.

Her head twisted to look up at the tall masts, the white sails filled with the wind, down at the wet wooden planks beneath her and down even farther at the ocean rushing by.

Phin put a steadying hand on Ezra’s arm to keep him from going to her. Her eyes were wide with fright and the pulse at her throat pounded in fear. At least the color had rushed back into her face.

“You’re safe, lass.” He found himself speaking softly, unwilling to frighten her any more than she already was.

She licked her lips, her small tongue darting out, then disappearing just as fast. “Captain Phin.”

“You’ve come to the right place then if it’s me you’re looking for.”

Her eyes continually moved, never resting long on one thing before flitting to the next.

“Where’s my pistol?” she asked.

“In my cabin right where you dropped it.”

Her gaze finally settled on his filthy boots.

“Why don’t you tell me what you need,” he said.

She looked up at Ezra, who was still staring at her as if she were a mermaid they’d pulled from the ocean. Ezra was one of the best men Phin had on the ship, and certainly one of the best shots. But for all of his prowess on the sea, he was a bit uncomfortable around women. They made him nervous.

“Ezra, find a swabbie to clean out my cabin and bring me another pair of boots.” When Ezra didn’t move, Phin snapped, “Now.”

Ezra jumped and scurried off.

“We’re alone now. No one to bother us. What brought you to the Wanderer?”

She lifted her small, pointed chin. “I need your help.”

“Ah. That’s a bit different than I need you.”

The color that recently returned to her face receded a bit and she pressed her lips together.

“I’m simply having fun with you, lass. No need to get prim and proper for my sake.”

Her hands fluttered about, readjusting the folds of her skirt, hiding her trim ankles as she pulled her feet beneath her. She pushed a curly lock of auburn hair away from her dark eyes.

“What can I do for you?” he asked.

“I need to find my brother and I understand you might be able to help with that.”

“You do, eh?” What the hell had she been told about him? Damn you, Sebastian.

“He’s being held by the English.” She said the word “English” as if it were a curse word, which riled him a bit, but he supposed that was to be expected. She was a McFadden, after all.


Chapter Four

“And who is your brother?” Phin asked Mairi.

Mairi had thought this man could help her. Rumor had it he held a soft spot for a woman in distress and that he was feared by the Scottish and English alike. When James, one of the few men who worked her land, told her of Captain Phin, she’d been convinced he was exactly what she needed, but now she was beginning to rethink that.

He loomed over her, his excessive height blocking the morning sun and causing her to lean back and get a crick in her neck from looking up at him.

The ocean breeze ruffled his overlong hair, teasing the ends. He planted his feet wide, the pose giving him the appearance of being enormous. He was … too much. Of everything. And he made her uneasy.

She scrambled to her feet.

This was the tricky part. Asking an Englishman—even if he was a pirate—to help her find someone who fought against the English during the uprising. She prayed James had been right when he sent her here.

“Grant McFadden.”

“Grant McFadden is your brother?” he asked quietly after a short pause.

She nodded.

He crossed his arms. “That’s asking a lot, little lady. Grant McFadden is accused of treason.”

“I know.”

“And yet you think I will want to help you find him?”

“I was told you might be amenable.”

He raised a brow. “Amenable, eh? And who might have told you that?”

“His name is James and he works on my land. He’d heard rumors of you and thought you might be able to help me locate my brother. He’s being held by the English and I need to release him.”

She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from telling him of the crumbling castle. Of the fields that lay fallow, of the hungry look in their clansmen’s faces. And of the visitor that darkened her doorstep, triggering her search for Phin.

Since her da’s death during the last uprising, Mairi had tried her best to keep everything together, but the clan needed their laird. Except their laird was being held in an English prison.

She hid her trembling hands in the folds of her gown. Her stomach was still sour, the ship’s movements not helping. Quickly she glanced down at his boots and barely stopped herself from wincing. Not the best first impression and certainly not fear-inspiring to vomit all over his boots.

“Who told you the English were holding McFadden?” he asked.

“Grant wrote to us and said he’d been taken prisoner.”

Phin leaned a hip against the railing and contemplated her. Mairi lowered her eyes, unsure where to look. Every place her gaze landed—from the tight breeches to the opened coat, to the tanned expanse of chest and the muscles that marched down his stomach to disappear into his breeches—seemed inappropriate. And they made her stomach do funny things.

“When was the last time you heard from your brother?” he asked.

“Three months ago.” It’d been the first correspondence she’d had for four years and the first time she’d had any idea where he was.

Phin’s fingers beat a silent tattoo against his upper arm. “Why do you want to find your brother now after so much time?”

Mairi bit her bottom lip, choosing her words carefully. She was a proud Scotswoman, too proud to admit she wasn’t capable of running the castle and the everyday business it entailed. But when her family members began going hungry and babes began dying because there was no food, Mairi learned the art of burying that pride.

And then there was that other business with her neighbor.

“The clan needs him.”

“The English abolished the clans.”

His words caused a stabbing pain in the area of her heart. “I’m well aware of what the English allow and do not allow, Captain, but people still need to eat.”

He tilted his head and studied her from head to foot, his glance lingering, causing goose bumps to pop up along her arms and legs. She resisted the urge to rub the goose bumps away. She didn’t like her reaction to Captain Phin.

“Freeing a prisoner is dangerous business, lass. What do I get in return?”

“I have coin and a few family gems.” She’d expected to bargain for his services, but even so, his asking made her uncomfortable. Normally it would be the laird who bargained, but she supposed she was the laird now in place of her brother.

“How much coin?” he asked.

Now, this was the pirate she’d expected. To the point. Greedy for coin. She felt like she was a little bit back on even ground.

“Fifty pounds.” The clan had donated every farthing, every ha’penny they could afford to give. It was everything they had.

Captain Phin barked out a laugh. “You best have some very good quality gems, then, if you hope to employ me.”

Mairi’s heart sank. Everything she had was sewn into the hem of her gown.

“The gems are family heirlooms. I’m told they’re worth quite a bit.” She’d never been told any such thing, but he needn’t know that.

He made a sound in his throat that expressed the doubt in his eyes.

Her shoulders drooped and unexpected tears blurred her vision. She sniffed the tears away. She was a McFadden; she would think of something. She had to.

After the uprising of ’45 many of the clan lairds embraced the English way of life. They raised rents and even pushed people off the land they’d lived on for generations in order to increase farmable land. As a result many of the clansmen had nowhere to go. Men flocked to England’s military, leaving the women behind.

The women and babes found their way to Mairi and Clan McFadden, desperate, lonely, sad and hungry. Mairi couldn’t turn them away. She simply didn’t have it in her when she looked in their defeated eyes or heard the starving cries of the infants. The problem was that many of her own clansmen had either enlisted in the English military or left for better prospects in the American colonies. So it was that Mairi found herself with more women than men, and more babes than women. They needed a true leader to find strong men to till the land and mend the homes.

“What is your price, then, Captain?”

“More than you possess, I’m afraid.”

She looked up at him. There was interest in his gaze, a lust she’d seen in other men when they looked at her.

“What if I offered something other than coin?”

His lazy gaze sharpened. “What are you saying, lass?”

Don’t do this, Mairi. There are other ways.

But there weren’t other ways. They had no more money. After this winter they would have no more food. And they were running out of hope. She’d promised her clan she would do whatever it took to bring Grant back.

Whatever it took.

She swallowed around the lump that had suddenly formed in her throat. “I’m saying I have nothing else to give you. Save myself.”

He contemplated her, not in interest as she’d assumed. Or even lust, as she’d seen so many times in other men’s eyes. But seriously.

“That’s a steep price you’re willing to pay.”

“I need to retrieve my brother.”

After a few tense moments, Captain Phin nodded and held out his hand. “Shake like a gentleman, then.”

Mairi stared at those blunt fingers, the trimmed nails, the calluses from years of sailing. Slowly she raised her hand and put it in his. Long fingers curled around hers. Instead of shaking, he raised her hand to his lips, turning it to place a kiss in her palm. A shiver raced up her spine. Her breath became suspended as her gaze met his, stormy like the clouds that raced across the highlands.

“It’s done, then,” he said softly, releasing her hand.

She couldn’t help the sick feeling that crept over her, but this time she felt sick with disgust. She’d sold herself to a pirate. An English pirate. Think of Grant. Think of poor Sinead, dead in her grave after only a few months of living because you couldn’t afford to keep her family fed.

“Done,” she said, nearly choking on the word.

“Let me change my boots, lass, and give a few directions to my men before we talk.” He eyed her closely. “Dare I ask if you’re able to tolerate a bite to eat?”

“A wee bit maybe.”

“Right.” He turned on his heel and motioned to a crewman who’d been hovering, holding a clean pair of boots.

Phin leaned against the rail, pulled his soiled boots off and held them up with a look of distaste. “Damn, but these were my favorite.”

“I’m terribly sorry,” Mairi said, embarrassed all over again. “I never thought I’d be seasick.”

He looked over at her, still holding up the boots. “You best get control of your wayward stomach, then. We’ll be setting sail shortly.”

She pressed a hand to her protesting stomach and winced.

Phin smiled. He had straight white teeth and a mischievousness usually reserved for recalcitrant lads. This was no old man who’d sailed the seas for decades.

You sold yourself to him. Holy Mary and Joseph.

Phin pulled on his new boots, stomping into them as he gave orders to Ezra to ready the ship for sailing.

“What about her?” Ezra asked, lifting his chin toward her.

“She will accompany us to London.”

Ezra’s face tightened and Phin squeezed his shoulder. “All will be fine, mate. All will be fine.”

Ezra moved off, looking none too convinced.

“The men are superstitious,” Phin explained to her. “Women on ships are bad luck.”

But Mairi was barely listening. “We’re going to London?”

He shot her an odd look. “You did say you wanted to retrieve your brother, didn’t you?”

She’d assumed Phin would drop her off at the nearest Scottish port and she would wile away her time waiting for him to return with her brother. She never thought she’d actually go to London. She’d never been there before. Never stepped on English soil. Never wanted to. Her memories of anything English were nightmares she’d forever remember. Soldiers marching through Scotland burning her land. Grant’s fiancée’s broken and bloody body.

She turned to the ocean and lifted her face to the brisk breeze, hoping it was enough to blow the memories away. Oh, Grant, what have you forced me to do?

“Come, lass.” Without waiting to see if she would follow, Phin headed toward his cabin. His steps were sure, those slim hips rolling with the sway of the ship. His hair fell long past impressive shoulders, pulled back in a queue and tied with a red ribbon.

He stopped at the door to his cabin and looked back at her impatiently.

Oh, good Lord. I’m doomed.


Chapter Five

Phin pulled out a chair at the small table in his cabin and motioned for Mairi to sit. She settled into it, smoothing her dirty skirts with shaking hands while Ezra entered with a tankard of weak ale and a thick slice of bread and placed it before her.

She shot him sideways glances.

Mairi looked down at the bread, worrying her bottom lip with her teeth.

“Thank you, Ezra,” Phin said without taking his eyes off her. “Leave us now.” Ezra scurried out but not without a long, wary glance at Mairi.

So this was Grant McFadden’s sister. He had to admire Sebastian for following through with his plan. How he did it Phin didn’t know, but he knew from past experience that Sebastian could work magic. Phin had never personally met McFadden but he’d heard stories. The man was driven in his quest to destroy England. Was the sister the same?

She didn’t seem to be, but he’d known her all of an hour so he wasn’t willing to make that decision yet. However he was definitely intrigued. The longer he was in her company, the more he wondered how he could have possibly thought her a young girl. She was definitely no girl. He guessed her age to be about twenty-three or so. Her hands were work worn, her skin covered in freckles indicating she worked in the sun as well. He’d been with women of quality and women who scraped by for a living. He’d been with English women, Indian women, Caribbean women and women from the American Colonies. And, yes, he’d been with Scottish women, but none of them intrigued him the way this lass did.

Sebastian had given very little information to Phin, only that she would come to him and he was to bring her to London. How she came to be on his ship was something he would soon discover if only to slake his own curiosity.

She glanced up at him then quickly away when she saw he was watching her.

“Relax, lass. I’ll not ravish you just yet.”

Color blossomed across her cheeks, into her hairline, and traveled down to disappear into her bodice. Did she blush all over? And did those freckles cover every inch of her skin? He shifted, suddenly uncomfortable with the direction of his thoughts. The woman was the sister of a traitor.

He could scarcely believe the bargain he’d made with her. He’d been completely stunned when she’d raised her little chin and offered him her delectable body. He’d never had to bargain for sexual favors before and found the thought oddly disquieting and at the same time titillating. Of course he would never follow through with it. He justified his actions by telling himself that he had to make their bargain sound realistic. She would have never believed he would search for her brother for nothing. Plus, he had a reputation to uphold.

He tipped his head to her food. “Eat. It’s not much, but it will calm your stomach at least.”

Hesitantly she lifted a hand from her lap and took the bread, tearing off a small corner with calloused fingers. Her clothes were worn but well mended, the hem added to by bits of lace, the color a faded blue that still suited her. Obviously she was without means, but that wasn’t surprising considering what the Scots had been through lately. The meager fifty pounds she offered had to be everything her people owned and would probably feed them for a year. Was it that imperative she find her brother? Was there no one else to lead them?

“How did you come to be on my ship?” he asked.

A small shoulder came up in a shrug.

“You’ll answer the question.”

She swallowed her bite of bread. “I fell in with the … uh … group of women your men brought aboard last night.”

Ah. So she’d come aboard with the whores. It was common enough to bring such women onboard the night before they were to set sail. The men needed that last tupping to get them through the long days and even longer nights of nothing but the company of one another.

Back in the day Phin had partaken himself, but as he grew older the thought of humping a worn-out, listless prostitute had lost its excitement. He’d taken to his cabin and plotted his course and let his men have their fun.

“Where did you hide when you first came aboard?” he asked.

She paused in the shredding of her bread. “Wedged between a stack of canvases.”

“And …” He motioned for her to continue, fascinated that she had the wherewithal to not only board his ship with a tender full of prostitutes but to hide the entire night waiting for the ship to pull anchor.

“And I waited until daylight, then I made my way to your chamber to wait for you.”

“Cabin.”

She looked up at him with a confused frown.

“It’s not called a chamber, it’s called a cabin, and that leads me to the question of what I should do with you.”

The color leached out of her face and those hazel eyes went wide. “What do you mean?”

He stifled a chuckle. Did she think he would feed her to his men? What kind of man did she think he was? “I mean you’re on a ship full of men who are ill equipped to host a woman. I have no place to keep you, lass. Of course, you are more than welcome to stay in my cabin, but that leaves the question of where am I to stay?”

“Surely there’s an empty cham—cabin I can sleep in.”

“This isn’t a coaching inn. ’Tis a small ship. Most of the men sleep in hammocks in the blanket bay. I suppose I could offer you a hammock with the other men.”

Her hand went to her stomach. “I s-suppose.”

He was jesting but there was truth to what he was saying. This wasn’t a large ship and the only cabins were his and his first mate’s. He couldn’t ask his first mate to sleep with the other men. That wouldn’t be fair. And he sure as hell wasn’t going to. Which meant she had to stay in here. With him. Apparently neither he nor Sebastian had thought this far ahead.

“Are you going to eat that or shred it to bits?” He indicated her pile of breadcrumbs.

She brushed the crumbs off her hand and pushed the plate away.

Phin drew in a deep breath and considered how he should proceed. She believed her brother was in Newgate and that Phin would break him out. Should he tell her the truth? Sebastian had never said what Phin should tell her. The truth could destroy her, but that really wasn’t his concern. His concern was finding McFadden and bringing him to the crown, and Mairi McFadden was going to help him do that whether she knew it or not.

“What reason did your brother give for his arrest?” he asked.

“He never said.”

He tilted his head, considering his next move. Sebastian wasn’t going to lose his head if Grant wasn’t arrested. Only Phin was that unlucky. He figured that now that he had McFadden’s sister, it was up to him how he proceeded. Besides, he was still unsure what role she played in all of this. For all they knew she could be involved. The best way to determine that was to go on the defensive and gauge her reaction.

“Treason,” he said.

Her brow furrowed. “Pardon?”

“Grant McFadden was arrested for treason.”

She looked down at her plate and closed her eyes. “It should be expected, I guess. He …” She licked her lips. Her hands were clenched together in her lap. “He fought in the uprising of ’45. We lost so many. Aileen. Da.”

Her nose turned red and Phin prayed to God she wasn’t crying. Vomiting was one thing, crying was an entirely different thing.

“He joined up with some undesirable men who liked to cause problems for the English.”

There it was again, that sneer she made when she said the word English. As if they were all barbarians who scoured the country for young lasses to beat and rape. Then again, in her world that was what the English did. He couldn’t really blame her for her hatred. How far was she willing to take that hatred? As far as her brother?

“So you have no issues with asking an Englishman for help if it benefits you?”

She looked at him quickly. “I don’t—”

“Your brother is accused of treason; how do I know you are not in league with him?”

Her head jerked up and her eyes flared in surprise. “I’m not.”

“And I should take your word for it?”

“Believe me,” she said. “Asking for help from the English was the last thing I wanted to do, but I have no choice. I have to find Grant.”

“Why?”

“Why? Because our home is falling apart and our people are starving.”

“Surely your father left someone in charge.”

She made a dismissive sound. Her color was high, her eyes snapping, and to his intense regret he found her utterly captivating.

“He abandoned us along with most of the other men. There’s no work, no money. They all leave for better opportunities.”

Phin may have been gone for a long while but he was aware of what had been happening in Scotland. He knew that work was scarce and the land was being eaten up by greedy Englishmen and Scotsmen who were looking to profit as quickly as they could. After all, land was currency and people were hungry for it. But that did not absolve her brother of his many sins.

“Are you aware that your brother is in league with the French? Did you know that he is planning another uprising?”

All color leached from her face and Phin prepared himself to either catch her should she fall or jump back should she spew all over his clean boots. Luckily she did neither.

“You lie,” she whispered through bloodless lips.

“Believe me, I wish I did.”

* * *

Mairi stood at the railing to stare toward the retreating speck of land that was Scotland. She had run out of Phin’s cabin, leaving him behind, unable to spend another moment with him after he told her that Grant was planning another uprising.

“Ah, Grant, what have you done?” she muttered to herself. She was so angry with her brother for abandoning everything they’d held dear and for following his hatred to places that got him into trouble.

The last time Mairi had seen her brother he’d been beside himself with grief. Such deep, uncontrollable grief she’d seen in his eyes. It’d shattered her already broken heart. He’d left, and she’d not heard from him until the letter arrived in his handwriting saying that he’d been arrested by the English.

She’d heard stories, of course. Entire ballads had been written of Grant and his band of men terrorizing the English soldiers and the landowners who’d sided with England. Her people put him on a pedestal as a reminder of the past glory of their country, and the grit and determination of which the Scots were made.

But treason? Siding with the French to start another uprising?

It never occurred to her that Grant would work for England’s most despised enemy. Had his hatred driven him this far?

She closed her eyes and inhaled the strange scents of the pirate ship—dead fish and tar. She folded her fingers into a fist and lightly pounded the railing. The ship pitched and swayed and her stomach protested, but there was naught in there to cast up and all it did was make her more miserable.

What she wouldn’t do to go back to those days when her da laughed and her ma held her tightly in her arms. When food was just there with no thought as to where it came from. When her clansmen didn’t look at her with hungry eyes, expecting her to magically produce grain, to know how to defend their land from the roving English soldiers, who delighted in bullying them all, and the greedy eyes of a certain Scotsman who wanted her land and would do whatever it took to get it.

She had not the faintest idea on the best methods of farming or sheep breeding. She had no idea how to protect what little land they had left.

She angrily swiped at a tear traveling down her cheek and refused to acknowledge the one option left to her.

Edmund MacGowan.

Their neighbor.

A man her da and brother had broken bread with.

And who offered her marriage.

Nay, offered was too kind of a word.

He blackmailed her. Telling her he would ruin her people, force them off McFadden land if she didn’t agree to marriage and to provide him with the heir he desperately needed.

And that left only one option. She needed Grant’s help. She’d come too far to turn back, and she would not quit now without at least speaking to her brother. After all, she couldn’t take the word of an Englishman.

She turned and nearly bumped into the young man named Ezra.

“My pardons, m’lady.”

“Mairi.”

“Ma’am?”

“I’m not a lady and I’m not a ma’am. I’m Mairi.” Her anger, ever present, but mostly contained, threatened to erupt.

She would force Captain Phin to help her and she would find Grant. Even if she had to sacrifice her virtue.

She brushed past the blushing Ezra and ignored as best she could the swaying ship. Oh, this was going to be a long voyage if she didn’t get her wayward stomach under control.

Captain Phin was leaning over his desk, fists planted on either side of a map. He pushed away from the desk when she entered, rising to his full height, which was still intimidating.

“We made a bargain and I expect you to uphold your end of it,” she said with far more conviction than she felt.

His lazy gaze raked her body. A slight smile played around his lips, and she had to force herself not to shift from one foot to the other.

“Oh, I won’t renege on my end.” He boldly met her gaze. “Will you?”

Damn her fair skin. Her face heated in what she knew had to be a fierce blush and she quickly shook her head, unable to say the words out loud. Except her eyes betrayed her when they skittered to the bunk tucked into the side of the room.

Phin moved around his desk to lean a hip against it, making her jump. His smile widened.

She shut the cabin door and sank into the chair she’d vacated. “Tell me everything.”

“Finding him will be harder than you think,” he said. “McFadden escaped captivity soon after he was arrested. I don’t know where he is.”

“Escaped?” She hadn’t thought she could be any more surprised. Grant wasn’t being held prisoner? He’d always been a wily one and it shouldn’t have surprised her that an English prison couldn’t contain him, but that made her job of finding him all the harder.

But maybe less risky as well.

“While being transferred to Newgate his conveyance was attacked. His guards were slaughtered and McFadden disappeared.”

She winced at the word “slaughtered.” Such a harsh word that conjured horrible images of gaping wounds and sightless eyes. Yes, she’d seen her fair share of slaughter.

“So what does that mean for us?” she asked.

“We’ll have to search harder. Put the word out that we’re looking for him.”

“If he hears an Englishman is looking for him, he won’t reveal himself. And if he’s smart, he would have left England as soon as he escaped.”

“If he was smart, yes. And if he was in control of his own future, but he’s made a pact with France and he’s zealous in his efforts to bring down England. I believe he’s still on English soil and still working toward his goal of toppling England. Or at least attempting to.”

“That would be madness.” With the slaughter of his guards, Grant had forfeited his life.

She put her head in her hands and pressed her thumbs into her burning eyes. She’d been awake for what seemed like days. She’d traveled through Scotland spending very little money on her comfort. She’d ridden in a tender full of ladies of the night and gotten sick all over Captain Phin’s boots.

Would it all be for naught?

Even if she found Grant could he return to their home as a wanted man?

A heavy hand came down on her shoulder and squeezed. She almost squeaked in surprise. She hadn’t even heard Captain Phin approach.

“Fear not, lass, we’ll find him. Mayhap you should get some sleep. Things will look better after a good rest.”

She laughed. Laughed. Because she wanted to cry, but crying wouldn’t feed the children. Crying wouldn’t grow the crops. Crying wouldn’t keep out the miscreants or appease MacGowan.

And then she laughed some more because why not? What else was there to do?

He awkwardly patted her shoulder. “No crying, now. I’ll have none of that on my ship.”

“I’m not c-crying.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, sniffling as she did so. “My apologies, Captain.”

She glimpsed a wavering smile. He looked a wee bit sick.

“Call me Phin. After all, we’ll be sleeping together the next few nights.”

His words froze her insides and the tears dried up, replaced with a tremor that shivered up her spine. She should have put a limit on it. Once. She should have told him he had one night. One chance. Why, oh why had she not thought of that? She certainly couldn’t go back now and put restrictions on him.

He must have sensed her terror or glimpsed the look on her face, for his smile softened. “Come here, lass.”

He drew her to him and much to her surprise his hard warmth comforted her. Finally here was someone who was willing to help her. Yes, he was English. Yes, she had to pay him. Yes, part of the payment was her virtue, but for the first time in a long while she truly felt she had someone on her side and the thought lifted a heavy weight from her shoulders. She pressed her cheek against his chest and listened to his steady heartbeat and for once breathed without fear. The fear would return, she knew that, but for the moment she let it float away on the hope that Phin Lockwood would do everything he promised. And if they failed, well, at least they tried.

He released her then had to grab her arm because she stumbled forward, a bit lost without his warmth and strength. She ran a hand through her tangled curls. You must remember what this is all about, Mairi. And you must never forget that despite his heat and his strength he is first and foremost an Englishman.

He stepped back. “It’s time for my rounds. Rest while I’m gone.”

He turned on his heel and walked out, leaving Mairi confused and nervous and a whole host of other emotions she couldn’t rightly name.

It was early afternoon, but she found that she could barely keep her eyes open and one glance at his bunk had her practically swooning in exhaustion. Ten minutes. She’d lie down for ten minutes, just to rest her eyes and compose herself. She had a lot of thinking to do. About Grant. About her people. About Captain Phin. About his hard chest and strong arms …

No, no, no! Not that.

She stumbled to the bunk and dropped down on it. She’d slept in finer beds and she’d slept in worse beds. For a ship’s bunk this seemed exceptionally soft and welcoming. When she laid down she refused to crawl under the covers because that just didn’t seem right.

She closed her eyes and fell asleep with his scent surrounding her. That undeniable smell of ocean breeze and man with a hint of lemon.

She got her first taste of the storm when she was literally tossed out of the bunk.


Chapter Six

Mairi landed in a tangle of skirts and blankets with the pillow on top of her head. Chairs skidded across the floor. One crashed into the wall and toppled to its side. The tankard that had been sitting on the table rolled past her. She wrapped her arm around the leg of the bunk to keep from sliding into the wall.

The ship creaked and groaned, then tipped precariously, causing her stomach to lurch with it. For one terrifying moment she was positive the vessel wasn’t going to right itself, but slowly the ship swung the other way.

She struggled to her feet and stumbled to the door. Weak light leaked out from beneath it. Water swirled in, soaking the hem of her skirt and her thin boots. Her toes curled in shock. Mary and Joseph, the water was cold.

The ship shuddered then lurched. Her shoulder slammed into the wall. She winced and cursed as she fumbled with the knob. She managed to get the door open only to be met with a lightning bolt that split the murky sky in two. A wall of frigid rain blew in, soaking her before she could slam the door shut. She pressed her back against the door, gasping in alarm at how cold the rain was.

Where was Phin? And Ezra? Surely they weren’t out in that.

The ship swayed one way, almost lying on its side, then tipped the other. It rose then fell on a swell before crashing down so hard her teeth slammed together. Wood creaked and Mairi felt sure the entire thing was going to split apart into wee bits of kindling.

She didn’t want to die like this. She wasn’t ready to die.

She fell onto the bed and huddled there, clutching the sides and clenching her eyes closed, willing her stomach to settle.

Her stomach was not going to obey her in this. It heaved. She put a hand to her mouth and pushed herself off the bed to yank open the door.

If possible it was raining even harder, coming down in freezing sheets. She rushed toward the railing, barely making it in time to cast her accounts into the roiling ocean. She hung nearly upside down gripping the railing and watching the sea rise up to her, then recede.

Rise, recede.

Rise, recede.

It was too much and she lost the contents of her stomach again until there was nothing left. But that didn’t stop her stomach from trying.

One particularly large wave that seemed at least twelve feet high hit the side of the ship, ripping her hand from the railing. She flailed her arms. Her heart skipped a few necessary beats. Her feet skated out from underneath her and she was suddenly sliding on her hip, her legs dangling over the edge as she frantically flipped to her stomach and clawed the wet deck.

Lord above, she was going to be thrown overboard.

“Easy, lass.” Phin was suddenly there, pulling her from the brink of death and setting her back on unsteady feet.

She swiped a hand across her mouth and peered up at him through dripping tendrils of hair. His coat flapped in the wind and rivers of water ran down his naked chest. His sopping breeches clung to his hard muscles.

“Best get back inside.” He dragged her to his cabin by her arm.

She stumbled along behind him, looking up at the masts, the sails all folded up on them. She was certain there was a word for that but she didn’t know what it was and neither did it matter at this point. The masts bobbed and it was from them that the creaking came. Oh Lord, if one fell they were all dead.

“Are we going to die?” She winced at the crack of thunder that shook the boards beneath her feet.

Phin opened the door to his cabin and fairly shoved her inside. “We’re not going to die. ’Tis a small storm at best.”

Small storm? He was mad. This was certainly no small storm.

A smile crooked the corner of his mouth. His eyes were alight. He was enjoying this. He liked this.

“Best get dried off.” He nodded at her sodden skirts. “There are towels in the locker at the foot of the bed. I’ll send someone to check on you in a few hours.”

He was out the door before she could react. Get dried off? He expected her to disrobe? In his cabin? She had no other clothes to change into having left her lone piece of luggage at the dock because a woman dragging a piece of luggage behind her while trying to look inconspicuous with the ladies of the night would surely have attracted attention.

She looked around the cabin as if women’s clothing would suddenly appear. Of course they didn’t and she was not going to disrobe and walk around in her altogether to wait for her clothes to dry. Instead she pulled the blanket off the bed and wrapped up in it. If she sat on the bed she would get it wet so she stumbled to a corner and slid down the wall, pulling the blanket tighter around her. She began to shiver.

The storm raged with loud crashes of thunder and sizzling arcs of lightning that lit up the cabin then plunged it into darkness. She strained to hear Captain Phin and his men, but no sound broke through the howling wind. She had no idea how much time passed. Surely hours. Her stomach rolled and heaved but nothing came up.

And then it was over. The wind stopped moaning. The thunder moved off until it was naught but a low rumble. The ship stopped tossing about and the silence was almost deafening in its intensity.

The door flew open and Phin ducked in. His gaze landed on her and she hastily stood, clutching the blanket to her.

“ ’Tis over?”

“ ’Tis over, lass.”

He looked as if he’d wrestled with a great sea beastie and won. His eyes were alight, his cheeks flushed and his smile wide. “ ’Twas a beauty, wasn’t she?”

“I should say not.”

He laughed and shrugged out of his coat, making her gasp. It was one thing to see his naked chest with the coat on and entirely another to see his naked chest … well, naked.

Ridges of muscles marched down his stomach and disappeared into soaking wet breeches that outlined every aspect of him. Every aspect. And those wide shoulders were truly as wide as they seemed in the coat. No padding there.

She looked away but not before her stomach clenched in something other than seasickness. “I’ll, uh”—she motioned to the door—“give you some privacy.”

She scooted around him, turning her back to him. Good Lord, he was …

Magnificent.

Naked.

And oh what a beauty all that nakedness was. If there were a perfectly made man surely Phin Lockwood would be it.

Her face felt as if it were on fire and she hurried out of the room before Phin could witness her thoughts written all over her skin. She stumbled into sunshine so bright and unexpected she had to blink several times.

The deck was wet but the sails were full, snapping taut to the brisk breeze. In the distance the black clouds moved on to torment other ships, leaving in their wake the sun peeking out from fluffy clouds. Men scurried about putting the ship to rights. Mairi found a pile of neatly folded sails to sit on, out of the way of the hustle and bustle. The air was cool, but the sun was warm enough that she would dry out soon enough.

She could almost hear her ma’s voice. Shade your face, Mairi, else your freckles will come out. Mairi had long since disregarded such advice. When an entire keep full of people needed your help, freckles were the least of your problems. Even so, she rubbed a finger over the bridge of her nose and pushed away a wave of grief that her ma was not here to make sure her freckles were shaded.

Self-consciously her hand went to her hair that had fallen out of its pins long ago. ’Twas a tangled mess, it was. Not that the men here would know nor did she care if they did.

Well, except for Captain Phin.

She forced her hand back into her lap. No, not even for Captain Phin did she care. She must stop thinking like that. He was naught but a way for her to find her brother. Anything else was unthinkable.

He’s a pirate, for heaven’s sake. And even worse, he’s English.

“The calm after the storm, eh?”

To her surprise Phin sat down beside her. He’d changed into dry clothes but his hair was still wet and unbound, hanging past his shoulders, the blond darkened to a light brown. He’d forsaken his coat and waistcoat and only wore a sun-bleached white shirt that the breeze molded to his wide shoulders and muscular chest. At least his chest was covered. She could be thankful for that.

And he smelled even more so of lemon. Did he keep a lemon tree on his ship? The fruit had never overly appealed to her. Until now.

“It’s beautiful,” she said, unsure if she was speaking about the weather or him.

He leaned back on his elbows and looked up at the white clouds lazily drifting by. “Fall is my favorite time of the year. Winter is definitely my least favorite.”

The mention of winter had her thinking of her home and the people there. She needed to be home before the first snow fell. She’d promised her people she could be. Would Grant be with her?

“Your stomach has settled then?” Phin asked.

“I think it just gave up.”

He chuckled. “You get used to the motion of the ship. Wait until we reach land. It will take you a few hours to acquire your land legs.”

She grimaced and he grinned, looking boyish. Not at all like a pirate should look.

“I’d thought you’d get a bit of rest after fighting the storm.”

He shrugged. “I enjoy a challenge.” His gaze went to her lips. His nostrils flared.

She looked away and fiddled with the edge of the blanket wrapped around her. She could feel him watching her but wasn’t blessed with the art of flirting as other women were. She had no idea what to say or do in such a circumstance. She had no idea what she would do when he decided to demand his payment. She feared he would be sorely disappointed in her. Then again, did she care?

He tugged at a corner of the blanket. “I thought I told you to change out of your wet gown.”

“I have nothing to change into.”

“Ach, lassie. Stowing away allows for no luggage, eh?” he said in his best, and quite impressive Scottish brogue that had her biting back a smile. What was it with this man? He made her feel things she’d never felt before and want things she had no business wanting.

“We’ll correct the clothing situation once we reach London,” he said.

Ah, London. She’d be surrounded by Englishmen, in their country, at their mercy. She knew nothing about such a large city, had only read about London in old, dusty tomes packed away in her home.

“Don’t look so frightened, lass. We Englishmen won’t eat you alive. At least most of us wouldn’t. And you’ll have me to protect you against the ones who would.”

She pushed her shoulder against his, hiding a smile. “That is not encouraging.”

His smile faded and his look turned serious. Again his gaze went to her lips before he jerked it away to look out over the ocean. “What will you do once you find your brother? Do you truly think he’ll follow you back to Scotland and assume the mantle of leadership to your people?”

“I have no choice but to try.”

“Surely there are other options.”

MacGowan was an option if she wanted to relinquish everything she loved, everything that was left to her. Her land, the home she’d grown up in. Her very freedom. She would be a brood mare for him, birthing an heir and most certainly a spare. Having children wasn’t such a bad thing. She loved children and always wanted her own. But when she’d allowed herself to think such thoughts she’d assumed she would wed someone she loved, a Scotsman who would love her in return, and they would have a horde of children. If she married MacGowan that would not be the case.

“Somebody has to lead our people,” she said.

“That title falls to King George.”

“And he’s done such a marvelous job of it.” She couldn’t keep the bitterness from her voice. She’d had about enough of their King George and his roving bands of soldiers. “England won’t help us,” she said softly, her brogue more pronounced in her fury. “England won’t put food in our bellies nor give us men to defend against their soldiers.”

“And Grant will?”

“He has to. He’s our laird.”

Phin stared at her for the longest time. “What if he doesn’t, Mairi? What will happen to your people then?”


Chapter Seven

London was everything Mairi had expected and so much more. It stunk—a horrible fishy smell that made her want to hold her nose. It was noisy. So many carts and horses. And people. There were people everywhere, running here and there, lounging in doorways, yelling at her as she walked down the street, selling their wares, wanting to purchase hers.

A pall hung over the city from so many chimneys belching out black smoke that it obliterated the sky and dimmed the sun. How did one live like this day in and day out, unable to see the sun? It made her long for the clear blue skies and crisp clean air of Scotland.

The Thames was choked with hundreds of ships and even more tenders. Things were floating in the river. Things she didn’t want to contemplate.

And as with any port that spewed men onto the shore, the women followed. Prostitutes frequented every corner, every alleyway and every doorway, flashing their … well … attributes, and calling out to the sailors that passed by. The sailors, in turn, called back. Some followed the women into the alleys and doorways, where shadows moved against the dirty walls of the buildings and noises she closed her ears to reached the walkways.

Phin hurried her along when what she wanted to do was stand there and gawk and at the same time turn around and run away.

So this was England. Dirty, smelly, loud, dark.

It was so much worse than she expected. It made her sad to think that Grant preferred to stay here rather than return to Scotland where the air was clean and the people not so tightly packed together.

A few streets away the intensity of the activity lessened but there were still masses of people about. If possible they looked even grimmer, more desperate. Men congregated on street corners, eyeing everyone who walked by in a way that made Mairi shiver. Phin tightened his hold on her hand, pulling her closer to him. His other hand went to the grip of the pistol plainly seen on his belt. The men eyed him for a long moment before their gazes skittered away.

For the first time she applauded her wisdom in searching Phin out. She would have never made it off the dock without some unsavory soul rightly thinking her an easy target.

Phin turned abruptly and pushed open a door, yanking her into a dark, dank interior that smelled fouler than the outside if that was even possible. She wrinkled her nose and inched closer to him.

The shadows lurking in the corners slowly revealed themselves as men sitting at tables nursing tankards of ale, their shifty eyes tracking Phin as he made his way to the man behind the bar. Mairi tried to hold her breath and look as inconspicuous as possible while Phin spoke to the proprietor. Then they were following the man up a set of steps.

She wanted to pull back, to demand to know what they were doing and where they were going, but one look at the dirty, unsavory characters watching from the shadows held her tongue.

“What are we doing here?” she managed to ask when they were left alone in a dingy bedchamber.

Phin peered out of the grimy window.

“I ask again—”

“We’ll be staying here for a time,” he said.

“Here? Surely you aren’t serious.”

He turned away from the window. “I’m very serious.”

“But …” She looked at the gray curtains that did nothing to afford them privacy. At the cold fireplace and the filthy floor. At the bed that had a considerable dip in the center and a counterpane that was beyond soiled.

“Oh, no.” She took a step back. “I’d rather stay on the ship. During a storm.”

“I assure you, this is no jest. You want to find your brother, don’t you?”

“And that requires residing in a hovel?”

“I wouldn’t let the proprietor hear you say that.”

She huffed out a disbelieving breath. “Captain Phin—”

“Miss McFadden.”

She shot him a frustrated glare. “You can’t possibly expect me to stay here. And where will you stay?”

“Here.”

Her mouth dropped open and she took another step back. “Oh, no.”

“Oh, yes.”

“I fail to see how staying in this room, with you, will help find my brother.”

“You said it yourself the other day.”

“I did?”

“You said that if Grant was wanted by the English—which he is—that he wouldn’t show himself to an Englishman.” His hands went out to his side in a what-can-I-do gesture. “Only one person can make Grant come out of hiding.”

She had wondered how Phin would persuade Grant to come out of hiding. And now she knew. “Me?” she asked weakly.

“You.”

She closed her eyes. “I’m to be used as bait.”

“Unfortunately, yes.” He didn’t look happy about it and neither was she, but she could see the genius of his plan.

A sharp rap on the door made her jump. At Phin’s command two boys carried in a large tub and placed it by the cold fireplace.

“You’ve ordered a bath?” she asked.

“I thought you would like one.”

She huffed out a breath. The man was endlessly confusing her. Hard and implacable one moment, then ordering her baths the next.

A boy shuffled in lugging a bucket of water with him, steam spiraling off the top of it. Phin took the pail, which was as big as the boy, and dumped it into the tub. After several more trips, the tub was full. A fire had been built up and was warming the room to a toasty temperature.

When the boys left, Phin motioned toward the tub. “It’s all yours. I’ll be back in an hour to check on you.”

For long moments she stared at the tendrils of steam rising up from the water, barely believing this fantastic opportunity. Before the water could cool she stepped out of her ragged gown and underclothes and into the tub.

“Ohhhh,” she moaned as her body slipped under the hot water. This was heaven. Pure heaven. She leaned her head back, submerged herself up to her shoulders and closed her eyes.

Tension eased out of her body. Her muscles relaxed. She hadn’t had a bath like this in so long. A bath where she could take her time, where there were no demands. No women pounding on the door, no problems to be solved.

When she would bathe as a wee lass her ma would wash her hair, her strong fingers digging into Mairi’s scalp and tugging on her hair. It felt so good that Mairi would beg her to keep going. Her ma would laugh and tell her it was sinful to enjoy her bathing so much.

If she thought long enough and concentrated hard enough, she could feel her ma’s fingers on her scalp and the lilt of her voice as they talked. Rarely did they get time together, just the two of them, but bath days had always been one of those times. Ma would even send the servants out. They would talk about whatever they wanted. Sometimes she would tell Mairi about the women who came to her for help. Ma had been good with herbs and healing, and the clansmen trusted her. She was constantly busy helping other people and Mairi had looked up to her with pride.

She’d wanted to be like her ma. To grow up and carry on the tradition of healing. But she’d never had a chance. Ma had died of a fever and had taken her healing secrets with her. Mairi had been left with her da and her brother, both of whom loved her, but neither could replace her ma.

It was times like these, when her defenses were down, that she missed them all the most.

Her da died during the uprising and Grant … Who knew what happened to Grant? Something must have inherently changed her brother for him to become the man he was now.

Now the women came to her and looked up to her as they’d looked up to her ma. The only problem was, she had no idea how to help them.

The tension that had eased just moments ago returned. She had no right to relax like this. Since her da had died and Grant had disappeared, she’d been the one in charge, and while she hadn’t wanted to be the clan’s leader, she’d had no choice. She wasn’t her ma, but she was doing the best she could.

As soon as she found Grant things would be better. She had to believe that.

To rid her mind of such sad thoughts, she set about the serious business of washing the grime away. Except for her near dunk in the ocean, it’d been a long while since she’d had a good wash. She’d set off in search of Phin days before actually meeting up with him. She’d made the decision long before that to search for her brother. The moment MacGowan put her back against the wall, literally and figuratively, and told her she would marry him, she knew she had to do something to protect herself, her land, and more important, the people who’d come to her for protection.

James Taggart had been with her clan for nearly a year. He was the one who said he’d heard Phin was in Scotland and that just maybe Phin Lockwood could help her find Grant.

He’d even driven her in the wagon as far as he could so she wouldn’t have to walk all the way and had procured her a seat on the mail coach the rest of the way. She wasn’t well traveled, but she had traveled through Scotland, so that part hadn’t been too frightening. What had been frightening was being left by James so he could return to the keep. He promised her that she would be fine, and while she didn’t totally believe him, she knew she couldn’t back down. Not when everything hung in the balance.

And James had been correct. It was amazing what a person could do when faced with no other choice. Fears were nothing compared to a McFadden’s will.

Her hour had to be nearly up. She stood, the water sluicing off her clean body. Ach, but it felt good to be clean for once. Such a shame that she had to put her filthy gown back on but what was she to do? She had no other clothes and wasn’t about to spend precious coin on a new gown. Not when she had to give every farthing to Captain Phin.

* * *

To give Mairi privacy, Phin wandered down to the main room of the Coxswain. Mairi had been appalled that they were lodging here but from what Sebastian had told him, Grant made frequent appearances here and a few other local establishments. This was the cleaner of the two and the best place to hide Mairi in plain site.

His plan was to bring her down tonight and test his theory that McFadden’s spies were in the tavern. If he was correct, he was certain they’d hear from McFadden soon. If he was wrong, they would move to the next establishment. Eventually McFadden’s men would see Mairi and report back to him. At least that was his hope.

Phin nursed his ale and watched the people around him, his free hand never far from his pistol and sword. He had no doubt she was safe in their chamber, but the main room was a different story. One never knew what could happen when drunken sailors got together.

He had been surprised at her reaction when she learned she was to be used as bait to flush Grant out. There were no feminine vapors, no screeching or, God forbid, crying.

She merely digested the information, saw the need for it and accepted it.

She had a warrior’s mind, this one did. She knew what needed to be done and set about doing it, despite the fact that the sea made her sick, and that she’d never left her native country, and that she had very little money, no resources and no contacts. He liked her and was a bit disconcerted that he liked her.

He certainly hadn’t been prepared to like her. Before encountering her in Scotland, he’d only thought of her in terms of her brother and her brother’s crimes. It wasn’t until he actually set eyes upon her that she became a real person to him.

A person with a history, with fears.

Another thing he hadn’t been prepared for. Her fear.

What really drove her to find her brother? She claimed it was so Grant could lead her clan, but Phin got the impression from Sebastian that the clan was scattered and comprised mainly of homeless women and a few men.

So where did the fear come from?

And why did it bother him?

He wished he could go back to thinking of her as nothing more than a traitor’s sister, but that was impossible now that he’d spent some time with her.

As he’d thought before, she was a tiny bit of nothing, but her slight stature was misleading. She’d traveled across Scotland in search of him, determined to do whatever it took to procure his help. She even bargained her body, which was still surprising to him.

It all came back to that fear. Whatever she feared was worse than bedding an Englishman, and that was telling.

Yes, she was intriguing, and the last thing he needed was an intriguing lass crowding his mind when a noose hung over his head.

Hell and damnation.

He finished his ale and stood. He’d given her enough time to bathe. It was time she came down and began this mission so he could get his life back. He stopped briefly in Ezra’s bedchamber, where he wrangled some of his first mate’s clothing. Ezra wasn’t happy about it, but then Ezra hadn’t been happy with Mairi’s presence from the beginning. Phin had made the decision not to tell his crew of his bargain with the king. There was no need for them to know and they were willing enough to follow him where he led.

He knocked on her door, his heart beating harshly. Strange, that. His reaction to her bothered him, but he could control himself.

At her soft, “Come in,” he opened the door and stopped cold.

She was bent over at the waist in front of the fire, her delectable derriere front and center. His mouth went dry.

She looked at him upside down, her hair hanging nearly to the ground.

She jerked upright with a softly exclaimed, “Oh.”

She’d wrapped a thin sheet around her and secured the end between two very plump, soft breasts. With her sudden movement the sheet had slipped and she slapped a hand to her chest to hold it in place.

Freckles.

She had freckles everywhere, even the tops of her breasts.

Steam from the bath had warmed the room considerably, making it sultry, but Phin doubted his body was heated because of that. Her face was flushed peach. Damn but her entire body was flushed peach.

“I, uh …” He had no idea what he was going to say. His thoughts went south along with all of his blood. His cock was so hard he feared he’d split his skin.

The fire backlit her through the thin sheet, outlining the apex between her legs. Holy Moses, as Ezra would say.

He looked down at the garments in his hands and suddenly remembered his mission. “I brought clothes,” he managed, not at all sure how he forced the words through a throat closing up with a lust he hadn’t felt in a very long time.

She looked at the bundle he was holding. Large, loose curls fell over her shoulders, leaving wet spots on the sheet. Her nipples were erect and holy hell he wanted to touch them.

“Thank you,” she said. “I was loath to put on my gown again.”

He nodded, also loath to have her put on the gown. He’d never experienced this inability to speak before. His body was on fire. His blood pounded hot and sluggish through his veins, heating him from the inside out. He thought of her promise to him, of the payment he’d exacted from her. He should feel guilty for it, but at this moment guilt was the last thing on his mind. Unwrapping the sheet was the first and merely the beginning.

He took an involuntary step forward. Her wide, luminous eyes followed his movements. Good God above did she want him as much as he wanted her? The thought nearly buckled his knees.

She moved toward him. The sheet parted, revealing a creamy knee and a dainty foot. There were even freckles on her knees.

They stood an arm’s length away, the air between them heated by the bath and, he was entirely positive, by his thoughts as well. He couldn’t keep himself from touching her and neither did he want to. He skimmed his knuckles down her throat to the top of her breasts.

It seemed she’d stopped breathing. Hell, he’d stopped breathing.

“I wondered,” he said.

“You wondered?” She sounded breathless.

“If you had freckles everywhere.”

He lightly touched one just at the swell of her breasts, causing her chest to rise on a gasp.

“Yes.”

He quirked a brow. “Yes?”

“Yes. They’re every … where.”

He bit back a groan.

“I hate them,” she said.

“I love them.” Oh, how he loved them.

Raucous laughter from below snapped him out of the hunger that had taken hold of him.

He dropped his hand to his side and took a quick step back. He remembered that he was still holding Ezra’s clothing and he placed them on the stool beside the tub. “I’ll, uh, leave you to change then we’ll head downstairs to, uh …” Damn but he couldn’t remember what they were supposed to do.

She nodded, eyeing the clothing. “I won’t be long.”

He stepped toward the door, forcing himself to turn away from her. But the sight of her clothed only in that thin sheet would stay with him for the rest of his life.


Chapter Eight

Mairi’s skin burned where Phin’s knuckles had grazed it. The freckles she hated so much seemed to singe her. She touched the spot he had touched, her legs weak, her breathing a wee bit labored.

She had not expected this reaction to him; it disturbed her and excited her and confused her. God help her but she’d wanted him to touch her all over. And she’d wanted to touch him as well.

Sweet Mary and Joseph, what is wrong with you?

She looked down at the sheet encasing her and groaned. He could see through the sheet. He could see everything. Embarrassment, nay, mortification swept through her. Her ma would be so disappointed in her actions tonight. She was disappointed in her actions. She’d never acted like this, felt like this, wanted the things she wanted, ever.

And what a horrible time to be wanting and needing and yearning.

She snatched the garments he’d hastily placed on the stool. Frowning, she held out a pair of breeches and looked them up and down. This was not what she had in mind when Phin said he brought her clean clothes. She’d never worn breeches before. How did one even put on a pair of breeches?

She lowered the garment and looked at her wrinkled, damp gown flung carelessly on the floor. Most definitely she could not put that on again.

Well, nothing for it. She must do what needed to be done because she surely didn’t want to be caught in the sheet again. She stepped into the breeches and shimmied them over her thighs and hips. With nothing between her and the rough fabric she felt decadent and a wee bit uncomfortable. The seam rubbed a very sensitive spot. She attempted to adjust the fabric but it didn’t help.

Next she donned the shirt but discovered that without her stays her bosom was quite prominent. And the way the fabric rubbed against her nipples caused bolts of sensation to shoot through her and in turn caused them to stand erect.

No. This would not do. She could not go downstairs with her nipples in that condition. Every man down there would see.

She shrugged out of the shirt and donned her stays, grimacing because they were still damp from her near dunk in the ocean and now gray from days of wear. However, that wouldn’t do, either. She could now see the undergarment through the thin shirt.

Desperate, knowing Phin would walk in at any moment, she ripped it off, grabbed the sheet and with a silent apology to the proprietor, ripped the sheet into strips and bound her breasts. Ah, much better and the binding was much more comfortable than the stays. She could breathe and nothing poked her in awkward places.

Hurriedly she grabbed up her nasty gown and shoved it under the bed, not even wanting to know what forms of life lived under there. But neither did she want the gown—into which she’d sewn all of the money she possessed—in plain sight. She wished she could remove the money and stash it somewhere safer, but she didn’t have time.

Satisfied for now that she’d done the best she could, she walked to the door and suddenly stopped.

“Oh.” She took another step, then another and another, widening her stride with each step. Ooh, these breeches were comfortable. Yes, they still rubbed her in a most inappropriate manner, but the freedom, the lack of heavy skirts, of petticoats, was so liberating.

This would be so much better to wear when working out in the fields. Why did men keep this secret to themselves? She windmilled her arms and laughed softly at the exhilarating ease of movement.

Phin opened the door and stepped in. Mairi quickly dropped her arms and smiled sheepishly at him.

“When you said you’d brought clothing I didn’t expect this.” She plucked at the breeches and noticed that anyone could see the outline of her legs, not to mention her ankles.

Phin made a sound and swiped a hand down his face, cursing.

“Phin?”

“You are wondrous,” he whispered.

Her face heated in embarrassment and warmth. “ ’Tis nice of you to say even as I’m standing before you in men’s clothing.”

“No. Because you’re standing before me in men’s clothing.” He waved his hand in the air. “That didn’t sound right. I’m not attracted to men if that’s what you’re thinking.”

She smiled. “Well, I was wondering.”

“You were beautiful in just that damn sheet and now …” He made another strange, strangled sound and looked a wee bit bewildered. “I don’t know how I’m to keep you safe once we get downstairs.”

She smoothed the breeches over her hips. “I thought I was to look like a lad. Isn’t that the reason you gave me these clothes?”

“I gave you those clothes because I had no others. I didn’t have time to go into London and procure a gown for you. They’re Ezra’s.”

“Oh. Well, then. Please thank Ezra for me.”

He abruptly turned on his heel and reached for the door handle. “Let’s get you downstairs and try to find your brother.”

She moved to step around him, but Phin’s hand on her arm stayed her. They were so close she could smell his distinctive scent of fresh air and lemons. “Is something amiss?”

“This entire thing is amiss.” Then he kissed her.

Oh my. Any thought of pulling away fled as soon as his lips touched hers.

Ach, who was she kidding? There were no thoughts of pulling away. His lips were warm and soft, yet demanding at the same time. Her heart near to melted when his hands came up to reverently cup her face. She leaned into him, the breeches leaving less room between them than skirts and petticoats would have. She could feel every hard muscle against her, every ridge. Everything.

She sighed and put her all into that kiss, not wanting to miss one moment of it. Oh, but he was good at what he did.

Then suddenly he pulled away and his hands dropped to his side. He stared at her, his chest rising and falling as if he’d run a long distance.

“Let’s go,” he growled, and opened the door.

Mairi stood there uncertainly, still submerged in the kiss that he so cavalierly dismissed.

Find your brother, you ninny. That’s what you’re here for.

As soon as she found Grant and convinced him to return home with her she would be well rid of Phin Lockwood. And good riddance. The nerve of him, kissing her like that. Except she couldn’t summon the righteous anger expected of her. Not when her lips still tingled and her body still burned.

She hurried down the steps in front of him. Mayhap, if luck was on her side, she’d encounter Grant tonight and be done with all of this.

And then I won’t have to sleep with Phin.

And yet, there was a wee bit of disappointment in that thought. Daft, she was. Completely daft. She didn’t want to sleep with Phin. She’d made the deal only because she was desperate to find her brother. That was all.

The main room was quite a bit more crowded than it had been a few hours ago. People stood at the bar; the tables were filled. The noise was near to overwhelming. Men’s voices rose and fell; a few arguments came from various places throughout.

Phin put his hand at her waist. Reassured by his touch, she leaned into it, forgetting for the moment that she should be peeved with him for kissing her in such a way.

He guided her to a table where a lone man sat and pulled a chair out for her. She attempted to smooth her skirts and remembered she wasn’t wearing skirts, which made her all the more uncomfortable.

Men from other tables stared at her in interest, starting at the breeches and stopping at her bosom. She had to force herself to keep from folding her arms over her chest and sinking down into her chair. A moment ago this seemed like a grand idea, but she was beginning to rethink that.

“Sebastian. Good of you to come.” Phin nodded to the man sitting on his right.

“Wouldn’t miss this for the world,” the man drawled. He studied her with cold blue eyes.

“Miss Mairi McFadden,” Phin said as a curt way of introduction while waving his hand in her direction.

“Miss McFadden. My pleasure.” He had the clipped tones of the nobility and that made her even more uncomfortable. He was fair to look at with piercing blue eyes and black-as-night hair. There were laugh lines around his eyes that made her think he was older than Phin.

Phin motioned for a serving girl to bring him an ale.

“Any luck with the other mission?” Phin asked.

“None,” Sebastian said.

The serving woman brought the ale and plunked it down so hard, Mairi had to rear back to keep it from spilling on her. The woman smiled thinly with a touch of evil tossed in.

“Mairi?”

She twisted around at the familiar Scot’s voice behind her.

“Connor?” She stood on suddenly shaking legs, bracing herself on the back of her chair.

Connor. Her brother’s closest friend, who she hadn’t seen in years. A clan member in the midst of all these Englishmen seemed heaven-sent.

“What in bloody hell are you doing here?” Surprise wouldn’t even begin to describe his expression. Stunned would be a better term. She flung her arms around him, squeezing tight. Oh, it felt so good to see someone she knew.

He pushed her away from him. “What are you doing here, Mairi?”

“I need to find Grant. Do you know where he is?”

Connor looked around, his expression suddenly frightened. His gaze landed on Phin, who was watching the exchange closely. Sebastian merely appeared to be amused.

“No. I don’t know where Grant is.” He took Mairi’s arm and pulled her a few feet away to lean close. “You shouldn’t be here,” he whispered. “You shouldn’t be asking after Grant. ’Tis not safe.”

“I need to speak to him. Please, Connor, take me to him.” She glanced at Phin. His lips were pressed together and his eyes bored into Connor with a dangerous glint.

“It isn’t safe here,” Connor said. “You must go back to Scotland.”

“I can’t. Not until I find Grant. I’m safe. I have … people … watching out for me, but I can’t stay long. I need to speak to him, Connor. Take me to him.”

Connor shot Phin an uneasy glance. “I don’t know where he is.”

But he did. She saw it in his eyes, in the way he shifted from foot to foot and the frantic, frightened glances he shot toward Phin and Sebastian. If they hadn’t been present, Connor would have taken her to Grant, she just knew it.

She grabbed Connor’s arm and pulled him farther from the two men at the table. “Take me to him, Connor.”

“Absolutely not. You have no idea what danger you’re in, lass.”

Ah, so he did know where Grant was. Excitement and relief surged through her. “I must speak to him. Our clan depends on it.”

“There is no clan, Mairi. They’re all gone. Dead at the hands of the”—he looked over at Phin—“English.”

“ ’Tis not true. There are still some and more who have come to us for aid. I can’t do this alone. We need our laird.”

Connor stepped back, his expression fierce. “There is no laird. The English made sure of it.” He darted a venomous glare at Phin and Sebastian, before turning to her and whispering urgently, “Get out of England, lass, as soon as you can. Go back to Scotland where you will be safe.”

He turned and slipped away, the crowd swallowing him up. Mairi called after him, her voice lost in the noise. She pushed through the tightly packed people, using her elbows to bully her way through, but the more she pushed the more it felt as if she were trying to run underwater. She wanted to tell him she wasn’t safe in Scotland, either. Not with MacGowan knocking at her door. She wanted to demand that he take her to her brother. She didn’t want her one connection to her home to just walk away from her.

Phin touched her shoulder. “Come, Mairi, sit down.”

She tried to peer through the crowd, but she saw nothing. Connor was gone. He’d left her.

Her shoulders drooped and woodenly she followed Phin back to their table and sat. There had been such hatred in Connor’s eyes. He once had been such a fun-loving lad, always up for a good jest and quick with a sunny smile. That boy was no longer there, and in his place was someone Mairi did not want to see.

She hated the English. Hated them for what they’d done, for their greed, for their need for power, for their quest to conquer everything. For the way they destroyed all that was good in the men she once knew. But the hatred Mairi felt and the hatred she saw burning in Connor’s eyes were two different things.

She looked around at the men on all sides of her, speaking in their hard, clipped English accents. Even their speech was rough, so different from the smooth rounded words of her native land.

It was Grant’s fault she was here. His fault that she would have to offer up her virginity to an Englishman in the hope that he would help her.

She blinked her dry eyes, too furious to cry. There were no more tears left. They’d all been shed.

She stood suddenly and Phin’s head jerked in her direction.

“I’m going upstairs.”

“Mairi, wait.”

But she didn’t wait. She was tired of waiting for men to help her.


Chapter Nine

“Mairi.” Phin grabbed her arm just as she entered their bedchamber.

She jerked out of his grasp. “Best leave me be right now, Captain.”

“Not until you tell me what happened down there.”

Wrapping her arms around her middle, she strode to the window because it was the farthest she could get from him and still be in the same room. She stared through the grimy glass. When had it started raining? The street was wet, puddles dotting here and there, but that didn’t stop the crush of humanity from wandering around in it. Even in the dark and the rain they were everywhere.

Through the reflection of the glass she saw Phin close the door and lean against it as if to keep her in. She pressed her forehead against the window. “Just leave. Please.”

“What happened, Mairi?”

“Nothing happened.”

“Who is Connor?”

“A clansman.” She paused. “And a friend of Grant’s.”

“Did he say something to upset you?”

She laughed. Oh, yes, he’d said everything to upset her, but why was she surprised? Why did she think this would be easy?

“We can go round and round with this conversation. I have all night if this is how you want to do it.”

“I’m weary, Captain. I haven’t slept well in days.”

“If Connor said something to offend you, then I’ll hear it.”

She jerked away from the window. “And what will you do? Chase after him and pierce him with your cutlass? Shoot him with your pistol? Please, I beg of you to find him for me because he is my only link to my brother.”

Captain Phin merely blinked, apparently unfazed by her outburst, which fueled her burning anger.

“Do you know what I find offensive? This dirty city. This filthy room. The fact that I’m here instead of in Scotland. That I have to track my brother down because he knows not nor cares about his duty.”

“Are you offended or angry?”

“Furious.” She slashed her hand through the air. “Furious at the English soldiers who took everything from me. My friends are dead, Captain. At the hands of the English soldiers. Women I knew were raped and murdered. The men slaughtered. And if they happened to survive, they’re not the same.” Like her brother and like Connor.

She spun away, feeling caged in and desperate to escape. But to where? The street outside, where all sorts of degenerates congregated? Back to Scotland, where everyone looked at her as if she were the savior who had the answers to everything? Where MacGowan eagerly awaited her so he could take everything away from her? Go back to Scotland where you will be safe.

What the hell had Connor meant when he said that? Safe? Nowhere was safe.

“I can’t do it anymore. I cannot hold everyone together and tell them all will be fine. I cannot lie and tell them we have food and that we are safe. I need to find Grant. I need to bring him home. I need him to step up and take his place as our laird.”

“I can’t guarantee that your brother will return to Scotland.”

“I never asked for a guarantee. Just that you help me find him.”

He looked down at the toes of his boots and frowned. “I don’t have the answers for you, Mairi.”

“I don’t expect you to.” Her anger was spent and left a wake of exhaustion that she feared no amount of sleep would conquer. She hadn’t slept well in months. More like years, probably.

“Grant’s a wanted man. His life is in danger, and if he does happen to return to Scotland, the lives of everyone close to him will be in danger as well.”

That was her fear, had been her fear since Phin told her Grant was wanted for treason. And yet she couldn’t give up because she had no other choice. She had nowhere to turn and no one else to turn to.

“I’m tired, Captain. I’m sure in the morning everything will seem better.”

Three heartbeats of silence passed while the men below caroused. Finally Phin pushed away from the door. “I’ll leave you to sleep, then. I’ll post a man at the door.”

“Do you fear I’ll escape?”

He paused as he reached for the door handle. “You’re not my prisoner, lass.”

Ashamed, she looked away. “My apologies for being a shrew.”

“Not a shrew. Desperate and tired but not a shrew. He’s posted outside the door to keep you safe, that’s all. If you need anything, tell him to come for me.”

He slid through the door and quietly closed it behind him, leaving Mairi with her shame and desperation as he so eloquently called it.

* * *

Phin dropped into the chair next to Sebastian and grabbed his tankard of ale. But just as fast as he’d grabbed it he pushed it away. He’d lied to her. Hell, he’d lied to her from the beginning, so why was this latest lie sitting ill upon his shoulders?

He’d posted his man outside the door for exactly the reason Mairi said. So she could not escape. Because she was the only thing that stood between him and the hangman.

Sebastian watched him silently, but Phin had no interest in striking up a conversation, especially the conversation Sebastian would want to have.

Hell and damnation. Mairi truly was desperate and truly did think Grant would help her.

“Everything well?” Sebastian asked.

“She’s tired and overwhelmed.”

He could well imagine the weight that rested on those slim shoulders because an equal, if not heavier, weight rested on his. Damn but he was in a predicament.

“Do you think Grant will get the message?” Sebastian asked.

Phin ran a hand down his face and sat back, fiddling with his tankard but not drinking out of it. “That Connor fellow was his friend. I have no doubt he’s now running to Grant with the news that Mairi is here.”

“Good.” Sebastian took another swallow and looked with jaded eyes and a twist of his lips around the room.

“What will happen when this is finished?” Phin asked.

“What do you mean?”

He pushed his tankard one way, then the other, watching the water droplets roll off it. “We’re using Mairi to flush out Grant. Once we catch him what happens to her?”

“I suppose it depends on what role she has played in all of this.”

“You believe she’s aiding her brother?”

“We would be fools not to consider the possibility.”

Sebastian was right, of course, but no matter how Phin thought about it he couldn’t see Mairi being involved in any of this.

“It’s true she hates the English,” he said. “But I saw her reaction when I told her Grant was wanted for treason.”

“And?”

“And one would have to be an excellent actress to fake such shock. She knew nothing of his activities.”

Sebastian’s jaw muscles worked as if he were chewing on this latest information. “The man who sent her to you is my man. He’s been living on her land and working for her for months now.”

Phin had suspected as much. “And what has he reported to you?” He was surprised at how tense he’d become and how much he didn’t want to hear that Sebastian’s source had labeled Mairi a conspirator to her brother.

“Just that she works tirelessly for her people. That they rely on her entirely too much. I think the man is enamored of her.”

Phin didn’t like his reaction to that piece of news. His stomach clenched and his fingers folded into fists. He had to consciously relax his body, but it had been enough of a reaction for Sebastian to notice.

“I hope the same is not happening to you.”

“Of course not.” He took a drink of ale in part to hide his eyes from Sebastian and in part because his mouth was suddenly dry. He was not enamored of the lass.

“You mustn’t forget that her brother is a traitor.”

“I can hardly forget when I’m in danger of losing my life if I don’t bring him in.”

Sebastian studied him thoughtfully again. “There’s a neighbor who has offered for her hand in marriage. I’m positive the lass will land on her feet after this is finished.” Sebastian stood and stretched. “I’m off to home and to my wife. Send for me if anything drastic happens.”

He disappeared into the crowd, leaving Phin stunned and inordinately angry. She was betrothed? What the hell? Why hadn’t he known this? Why hadn’t she said anything? And why the hell wasn’t her betrothed helping her find Grant instead of Phin?

* * *

Mairi awoke with a start when a hand clamped over her mouth. She screamed, but the sound was muffled. She bucked against the weight draped over her legs.

“Shhh, Mairi. It’s Grant.”

She froze.

Slowly his hand came away and she surged off the bed, ripping the bedsheets from her. She’d slept in her breeches, too tired and morose to change into her stiff-from-the-saltwater chemise.

“Grant?” she whispered.

The shadow before her coalesced into a tall stranger. Nay, not a stranger but her brother in a different form. Taller, thinner, his cheeks gaunt, his beautiful auburn hair long and shaggy.

She squeezed the tight muscle in his arm. “You’re here,” she breathed, barely able to believe it.

“Aye. I’m here.”

With a strangled cry she threw her arms around him, noting the thin shoulders roped with muscle. At first he stood with his arms dangling at his sides, his body stiff. After a few moments he patted her awkwardly until she pulled away and wiped the tears from her cheeks.

“Ah, but it’s good to see you.” She looked him up and down. He was a man now. No more gangly arms and legs and a good four inches taller so that she had to look up to him.

“What are you doing here?”

She frowned at his curt tone. “Phin said this would be the best place to look for you—”

He sliced his hand through the air, cutting her off. “Not here as in the Coxswain but here as in England.”

“I—I came for you.”

“Why?”

“Why? Why? Because the clan needs you.”

“There is no more clan. It’s been abolished.”

What was it with these men? Did he and Connor think that their people could go about their merry way with a jaunty wave goodbye? That just because the English said there were no more clans meant it was so? “There’s nowhere for them to go. Most of the men have left to find work, leaving the women behind.”

“And what am I to do about it?”

She put her hands on her hips. “Take up the mantle of leadership that you were born to. Return to Scotland. Help us with the crops and with the security of our land.”

“I am helping our clan by fighting against the English.”

“By committing treason? By siding with the French in a daft scheme to bring England to its knees?”

He stilled. His jaw muscle worked. “I see you’ve been talking to your pirate friend.”

“My pirate friend is helping me find you.”

“You cannot trust an Englishman. Any Englishman. Connor said you were surrounded by them tonight.”

“Of course I was. I’m in England, you bloody bampot. I paid Captain Phin to find you.”

“Don’t trust him.”

“I trust no Englishman.”

“That’s my girl.” He smiled slightly, but it didn’t reach his cold, hard eyes.

“I need you to come home with me, Grant. We need your help.”

“What I’m doing here will benefit all of Scotland, not just Clan McFadden.”

“So that’s it? You’ll leave me at home while you go about—”

“Shhh.” He grabbed her arm and shook her slightly, enough to cause her to squeak in surprise. “Someone’s coming,” he whispered, his body taut, quivering, every sense on alert.

Mairi listened to the steady footfall of boots making their way up the stairs. She would know the sound of those boots anywhere.

“ ’Tis Phin. He’s helping me find you.”

“Don’t be daft, sister. He no more wants to help you than the king wants to return Scotland to Bonnie Prince Charlie.”

“Mairi?” Phin’s voice came softly through the door.

Grant released her arm and stepped toward the window. “I must leave, but I will need your help.” He flung one leg over the windowsill. “I will contact you shortly.”

“Wait.” She lunged for him. “Don’t leave me, Grant. Take me with you.”

“Not yet. You’re better off here. Trust me, Mairi.”

And then he was gone and Phin was opening the door.

He looked at the open window, at the bedsheets strewn across the floor, then at her.

Mairi stared out the window, but Grant was gone, leaving her feeling bereft, desperate and angry. How dare he leave her behind? She wanted to climb after him, race after him and force him back to Scotland.

“I thought I heard voices,” Phin said.

She shut the window, searching the street below for Grant but the rain made it impossible to see far. She rubbed the goose bumps on her arm. “I was feeling ill and thought fresh air would help so I opened the window.” She knew she sounded odd, but she couldn’t help herself. She was so shocked by Grant’s attitude that forming a coherent sentence escaped her at the moment.

What had he meant when he said she was better off here? What had he meant when he said he needed her help? If he thought for one moment she would aid him in this mad plan then he was entirely wrong.

Phin closed the door behind him. “It’s freezing in here. Do you care if I build up the fire?”

She hugged her arms, shivering, managing only to nod.

Crouched on his heels, Phin folded his hands between his knees and stared into the flames. “He was here, wasn’t he?”

“Yes.” There was no reason to deny it.

“What did he say?”

“I believe he does not like you overmuch. He wasn’t pleased that I’d hired you to look for him.”

“I would think not.” Phin rose and turned to her. “What else did he say?”

“He was surprised I was in England.”

“Did you tell him why you needed him to return to Scotland?”

She’d been so certain that his commitment to the clan would be enough to get him home. “Yes,” she whispered softly.

“And?”

And how could she tell him that her brother deliberately left her in his care? That he had no intention of returning to Scotland? And that he assumed Mairi would help him in whatever he needed.

She couldn’t tell him for that would put her in far more danger than being alone with this pirate.


Chapter Ten

“Come, lass, we’ve a few errands to run.”

Mairi turned away from the window she was morosely looking out. “Errands?”

Phin had been in and out all day but not without leaving a guard at the door. For her protection, he’d said, but she wondered. Grant’s words raced around her mind all morning.

He no more wants to help you than the king wants to return Scotland to Bonnie Prince Charlie. She had to remember that Phin and Grant were enemies and Grant would not want her with Phin, but what did he mean when he said Phin didn’t want to help her?

And the guard bothered her. She hadn’t had a guard on the Wanderer. Then again, the Wanderer was probably far safer than the Coxswain.

“You need new clothes, lass. Can’t have you traipsing around London in your breeches, can we?”

She looked down at the breeches. “I like them. They’re comfortable and I can move much easier. Besides, I’ll not be traipsing around London.” Because she’d been holed up in this room, unable to leave without Phin. For her protection, he’d said.

Phin’s smile was strained. “All the same, a woman in men’s breeches will not do.”

She stood, stretching the kinks out of her shoulders and back. “I have no coin to be wasting on garments.”

“We’ll not worry about the cost right now,” he said. “You can deduct it from what you owe me.”

“Speaking of that. I should pay you so you can be on your way. You’ve helped me flush Grant out. He told me he would return for me and I’m sure you have places you need to be rather than here.”

Phin made a show of looking around the room. “I don’t see him.”

“He said he was coming.”

“Then you pay me when he gets here.”

“But—”

“The best part about being a pirate is that I answer to no one. Now let’s be off and get you some suitable garments to wear.”

* * *

“This was not what I expected when you said we were in search of new clothing.”

Mairi shrank into the shadows of the hackney Phin had hired and looked with wide, hazel eyes at the town house they’d pulled up to. Phin had to admit to feeling a bit awed and intimidated himself the first time he’d seen Sebastian’s home. The white stone facade stretched for at least half a block.

He exited the carriage and held out his hand to help Mairi down. She didn’t look like she had any intention of moving. “It’s not nearly as intimidating as it looks.”

She snorted.

“You remember Sebastian from last night, eh? He wasn’t so bad.”

“That Sebastian? He lives here?”

“That Sebastian. He lives here. Come now.”

Slowly she unfolded herself and took his hand, mumbling about entering Sebastian’s home dressed in men’s breeches.

Sebastian’s butler ushered them into the drawing room with nary a raised eyebrow at Mairi’s attire. While they waited for Sebastian to arrive, Mairi stood in the middle of the room as if she didn’t want to touch anything and looked around at the high ceilings, the silk wall coverings and the expensive paintings.

“I get the impression that Sebastian is no dockworker or sailor,” she whispered.

“Nay. He’s better known as the Earl of Claybrook.”

“Mary, mother of God,” she whispered, her eyes as round as saucers. “An earl? You brought me to an earl’s home? Dressed like this?” She turned away then turned back, throwing her hands out to the side. “How could you do this to me? I don’t want to meet an earl! I don’t know how to meet an earl.”

“What do you mean ‘how to meet an earl’?”

“Do I curtsy? Can I curtsy in breeches? Oh, this is entirely unacceptable. I shall wait in the carriage. Fetch me when you are finished with your business.” She headed to the door, but it was suddenly opened by Sebastian himself. Mairi pulled up short, the color leaching from her face.

Sebastian’s gaze dropped to Mairi’s borrowed boots and traveled up her breeches to her white shirt. “Have you been consorting with Emmaline?”

Mairi frowned, then seemed to collect herself and executed a quick curtsy that was laughable in her breeches. “My lord.”

Sebastian nodded to Phin. “You’re in luck. Claire and Emmaline arrived moments ago. They’re anxiously awaiting their mission.”

“Excellent.” Phin turned to Mairi, who was still frowning at him. “Sebastian’s wife, Gabrielle, and his sister and sister-in-law have graciously agreed to help pick out some garments for you,” Phin explained.

“Now?”

“Yes.” Phin drew the word out. Her expression was a mixture of mutiny and terror. He had a bad feeling that she was suddenly going to bolt for the door.

“Richards will take you to the women,” Sebastian said, clearly as a dismissal.

Mairi grimaced but followed Richards out. Not, however, without a glare over her shoulder at Phin.

When the door closed, Sebastian turned to Phin. “What have you learned?”

“He contacted her last night.”

“And you didn’t come for me?”

“I didn’t know until after he left. Apparently I walked in on them and scared him off. He’ll return.”

“He said so?”

“He was not pleased she was with me. If she were my sister, in the hands of my enemy, I would return for her.”

“Let’s hope you are correct.”

“You seem to forget that I have much to lose if I’m incorrect.”

Phin moved to the fireplace, then to the window, where he parted the curtains with one finger and peeked out of them. He’d dismissed the hired hackney. For the first time in days it wasn’t raining and the sun had made a weak appearance, which meant many people were strolling the streets. As far as Phin could see there was no one hanging about that should not be there.

“What did he say to her?” Sebastian asked.

“As far as I could tell he’s not inclined to return to Scotland to help her.”

Phin released the curtain and moved around the room, too anxious to stand still. After interrupting the siblings last night he’d been unable to sleep, furious that he’d missed his chance at capturing Grant. Good God, he’d been so close. Damn the wily Grant McFadden. He’d had men placed around the tavern, but somehow McFadden had slipped through them. Even the guard at her door hadn’t heard anything. In hindsight Phin now knew he should have placed men on the roof as well. Bloody hell, this would all be finished if Phin had been but a few moments earlier.

He needed to find Grant for more reasons than his agreement with the king. The more time Phin spent with Mairi the more he wanted to tumble her to that damn bed and have his way with her. Those breeches were the worst mistake he could have ever made. He should have found decent women’s clothing sooner. Something that covered her from head to toe.

What the hell had he been thinking handing her breeches?

Every time she turned away from him his gaze went to her perfectly formed derriere. Every time she faced him her hips enticed him, her tiny waist tempted him, her bosom drew him until he walked around with a constant bulge in his breeches.

He drew a hand down his face. Wanting her was the least of his worries. If he didn’t capture Grant McFadden his life was forfeited. Becoming involved with Mairi in all the ways he wanted was not only foolish but deadly.

“I have no doubt we will capture him soon,” he said, as more of a reassurance to himself than to Sebastian.

“What will you do with her in the meantime?” Sebastian asked.

Phin had been asking himself that question since last night. ’Twas one of the reasons he insisted they leave the bedchamber. Well, that and the damned breeches he could no longer look at. If he was holed up in that bloody room one more moment he’d go mad with the desire to topple her to the bed. And if he had to watch her staring out the window, searching for her brother, he’d tear his hair out.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I feel bad enough keeping her in the hovel of an inn, yet that’s where Grant has been seen the most.”

“Our intelligence says he moves around, but I see your point. If he knows she’s there, he’ll know where to find her.”

Sebastian poured two glasses of brandy. He held one out to Phin, who took it and sipped.

“Your other option is to parade her around London. Stir Grant’s anger a bit more. If he sees her consorting with his enemy he’ll be more inclined to nab her.”

“Yes, but how do I do that?”

“We know his spies frequent the Coxswain and a few other establishments of dubious nature. Spread your men around. Have them mention that their captain is busy escorting a Scottish lass around town. They can even mention a few places you can be seen.”

“I have to say, the plan has merit.” Grant’s fury would have him reacting rashly, which would make Phin’s job of snatching him much easier. And the boon to all of this was that he wasn’t restricted to the room with Mairi.

The door opened and the three Addison women entered. They were as different as night and day and yet their personalities were alike in such a way it had to be frightening for the men who had married them.

Gabrielle, the petite, dark-haired, olive-skinned one of the bunch went directly to her husband and leaned into him. The normally stern, humorless Sebastian smiled down at her and put his arms around her.

Claire, Sebastian’s sister and wife to Nathaniel Ferguson, Lord Blythe, came next, all smiles and boundless energy. Then came Emmaline, the one Phin felt closest to. He and Emmaline worked together for many, many years, pirating the Atlantic Ocean as a team until she met and fell in love with Sebastian’s younger brother, Nicholas.

Of all of them, Emmaline kept herself separate from the group even after being married into the family for a few years. She smiled at Phin, her green eyes warming when she saw him.

“I like her,” she said. “And I liked that she was wearing breeches.”

“I thought you would.”

Phin missed sailing with Emmaline. She was one of the finest sailors and captains he’d ever had the privilege to work with. Not to mention one of the best swordsmen around. She’d been the feared pirate Lady Anne back in the day and it had been one of the best times of his life.

After Emmaline married Nicholas and shed her Lady Anne identity, Phin had been left to his own devices and hadn’t done too poorly. He’d captured some ships, met interesting people along the way. At the same time he’d incurred the wrath of a few small countries and, of course, England. It had been that last damn ship that had been his downfall. He should have stopped while he was ahead.

Emmaline nodded to the door and Phin dragged in a ragged breath. Mairi stood there, looking around anxiously, her fingers plucking the pleats of her skirt. She was breathtakingly beautiful in an emerald gown that set her red hair on fire and made her peach complexion glow.

The garment hugged her tiny waist. The shimmering silk formed perfectly to her bosom, pushing her breasts up until he feared they would pop out of the top.

He hadn’t known what to expect but never in his wildest imaginings had it been this.

The breeches had been tempting and erotic, but this was … Exquisite.

She peered up at him from beneath her lashes, as if she were embarrassed.

Emmaline bumped his shoulder. “Say something,” she whispered.

Phin cleared his throat. “You are beautiful,” he managed.

Claire clapped her hands. “I told you he would love it.”

Mairi blushed and looked down, pulling the skirts of the shimmering fabric away from her. “ ’Tis too much. I can’t accept this.”

“Of course you can,” Gabrielle said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “I’ve had it for months and have never worn it. I don’t know what I was thinking when I ordered it, but the color does not suit me. However, it suits you perfectly.”

Phin would have to agree.

“You’re too kind,” Mairi said.

“I know,” Claire said, suddenly jumping up. “Gabrielle and Sebastian are hosting a small dinner tomorrow night. You simply must come.”

“Oh, no.” Mairi’s head jerked up. She took a step backward and held out her hand as if to ward them off. “I can’t.”

“Certainly you can,” Gabrielle said. “We will have a grand time and what better way to introduce you to society than with a small affair hosted within the safety of our home. The next night you can attend the opera with us.”

Sebastian and Phin shared a look. Leave it to the ladies to fall in line with their plans and not even realize it.

However, the look on Mairi’s face was a bit alarming for Phin. She reminded him of a cornered wild animal that knew its death was imminent. She took a few steps back, her wide eyes darting around as if searching for an escape. He would have felt sorry for her if Claire’s plan didn’t align eerily effortlessly into his.

“The opera can be boring,” Gabrielle was saying. “But one doesn’t go to watch the performance. One goes to watch everyone else.”

Being friends with earls put one in a different situation. Phin was certainly not accepted by the ton, even though he received a nod of approval from Sebastian and Nicholas, both earls in their own right—Sebastian’s title came from his father; Nicholas’s was earned and awarded by the crown. When Phin ventured out in society with them, which was very rare, the ton tolerated him because they were hesitant to offend Sebastian and Nicholas, but they never accepted him.

“I appreciate the kind invitations, but I fear I must decline. I’m not here to go to operas,” Mairi said.

“Of course we can go,” Phin interjected, ignoring Mairi’s withering look. “We would love to have dinner with all of you tomorrow night and I’m positive that Mairi will fall in love with the opera. Won’t you, Mairi?”


Chapter Eleven

“I shan’t go.” Mairi crossed her arms. They had just left Lord Claybrook’s impressive and very intimidating home. Mairi had insisted on returning the gown, but Gabrielle could be a domineering force and in this proved to be stronger than Mairi. She not only insisted that Mairi take the gown, but she promised more on the morrow when they returned for the informal dinner party.

Mairi wasn’t pleased. She wasn’t comfortable in such fine fabric that would feed her people for a month or more. And the stitching! She’d never seen such fine handiwork. Surely the person who stitched it had gone blind in the doing.

“It’s one night. We can afford to go for a few hours,” Phin said.

“Mayhap you can afford to go for a few hours, but I can’t. I need to find my brother and return to Scotland.”

He looked at her for the longest time from the shadow of the carriage. His eyes bore into her as he sat sprawled across his side of the coach. He’d extended his legs and crossed his ankles. His arms were loosely crossed over his chest and his hair was loose around his shoulders. She turned away because sometimes it just hurt to look at him.

“I’ll make a bargain with you,” he said.

“Oh, no. The last time I made a bargain with you …” Her face heated at the memory.

His brows rose and a smile played across his beautiful lips. “What about the last time you made a bargain with me?”

They’d yet to discuss the details of that bargain—her payment for his help in finding her brother—although it seemed to hang between them whenever they were alone.

“It was a wee bit one-sided,” she finally said.

“When the payment is finally … paid, I’m certain you won’t think it was one-sided at all.” His voice was husky, full of promises that Mairi could not begin to decipher and the emphasis on the word “paid” was disquieting.

His voice was rough with those promises and it made Mairi want to squirm in her seat. It suddenly became very hot inside the carriage. Strange considering that outside the carriage it was a bit chilly. Her face felt flushed. All of her skin felt flushed. She stopped from fanning herself.

“I’m anxiously awaiting that payment, Mairi.”

She burned with humiliation. Nay. She had to be honest with herself. She burned with anticipation. More and more she’d wondered what it would be like, coupling with the likes of Phin Lockwood. There had been more than a few times she’d woken up with the sheets twisted around her and her body hot from fevered dreams that had left her feeling incomplete. She’d never felt this way before, this uncomfortable, this … unfulfilled.

“Yes, well.” She cleared her throat and shifted.

“It’s too soon,” he said. “I prefer to wait to request my payment.”

That secret place between her legs was hot and wet and aching. Her breasts felt as if they’d swelled and were going to burst out of her borrowed corset. Ach, but they hurt.

She did not want this man to realize how much his knowing looks and his one kiss had riled her senses. To give him that would give him a power she did not want him to possess.

His lids lowered until he was looking out from beneath them. He tipped his head back against the squabs and studied her. Not in the inquisitive way he’d done before but slowly, sensuously. His gaze roamed her body, landing on all the forbidden parts for far longer than was appropriate.

She burned with a fire that threatened to consume her from the inside out. Her blood ran sluggishly through her veins, pounding between her legs where she felt her desire so acutely she wanted to groan.

He’d not yet touched her and she felt as if she would explode right then and there. She couldn’t imagine what would happen to her if he truly did touch her.

“Don’t,” she said softly.

“Don’t what?”

He’d not moved, but it was as if he took up all of the carriage. The air seemed to thicken with the desire that simmered between them.

“Don’t look at me such.”

“How am I looking at you?”

“As if you want to eat me alive.”

“Because I do want to eat you alive. I want to lick every inch of you, nibble on your breasts and taste what’s between your legs.”

His words made her want to cover what was between her legs with her hands. Surely such a thing was not done. Was it? The image that sprang to her mind was so erotic that she wanted to push it away and found she didn’t have the willpower to do so.

“What do you think of that, Mairi?”

She had to lick her lips in order to speak. “I think … I don’t know what to think.”

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on bent knees. “You want that too, don’t you?”

She nodded, too embarrassed to admit out loud that she wanted him to do all those things to her. Even though she was still unsure of what all those things were.

“Come here.” He gently tugged on her hands and before she knew what he was about she was sitting next to him. Oh, but this was wrong.

He was breathing deeply, his eyes dilated in the near darkness. Flashes of light from the street lamps outside the carriage illuminated half of him at times.

“I want so badly to kiss you.” He was so close that his whispered words caressed her face. She stared at his lips.

“So kiss me,” she whispered. Who was this woman speaking? Certainly not her. But she waited, breath held, while his lips closed the distance between them. He did not kiss her at first, but brushed his lips across hers in a touch so feathery light that she closed her eyes and wished for more.

She didn’t have to wait long for he came back with another caress, then another. Gently he nudged her head closer with a hand on the back of her neck. She didn’t need much prodding, more than willing to do what he requested. Hussy. That’s what she was. Brought to her knees by a kiss.

But, oh, what a kiss it was.

This was wrong. So wrong. And yet nothing short of the end of the world would make her stop now. She never knew there was a need so great, so desperate that it would surely drive her insane.

The coach rumbled down the cobbled road, swaying back and forth and she swayed with it, nearly falling against him. Or mayhap she was leaning against him. She wasn’t certain. All she knew was that if it weren’t for his hard arm pressed against hers she would surely fall off the seat.

Every bit of her being was centered on Phin’s lips and what they were doing to her. Each kiss was like tiny jolts of lightning igniting her body.

He pulled away. He was breathing hard, his chest rising and falling as if he’d run a long distance.

“Oh, my,” she whispered, pressing her cheek into his shoulder. “Oh, my.”

She’d never imagined such a thing could exist and now that she’d experienced it she knew she’d never be the same. She wanted more.

She pulled away and pushed her hair out of her eyes. Phin’s head was resting against the squab and he was looking at her through half-closed lids.

“I don’t suppose thank you is an appropriate thing to say here,” she said.

He smiled. “You’re welcome.”

She scooted to her side of the carriage. Her breasts still ached and she yearned to release her corset to set them free. The area between her legs was wet and uncomfortable. She’d never felt like this before, so heavy and light at the same time. Her lips felt swollen and they tingled. If he kissed her in other places would she tingle there as well? Her face heated and she had to look away.

Good Lord, she couldn’t be embarrassed now. Not after that kiss. And yet she knew that so much more could happen and that was what was embarrassing.

“That was amazing.”

Amazing. Yes, that was a good word to use. Amazing.

He caught her hand and held it. They sat that way, each lost in their own thoughts, holding hands, until the carriage stopped at the Coxswain.


Chapter Twelve

“I shan’t go tonight.” Mairi repeated her earlier statement. The statement she made right before she turned Phin’s world upside down with her naïve, yet completely erotic … He wasn’t sure what to call what they did in the carriage. Kissing seemed such an inadequate word. He’d never kissed a lass like that before, without it ending in a good tupping, at least. And while he’d been aching and uncomfortable afterward, he wouldn’t change one moment of that carriage ride. In fact, he wanted to do it again.

He should feel guilty for using their pretend agreement in such a way to get her to kiss him. And he would. Maybe. But right now he couldn’t summon the appropriate guilt because the end result had been, well, amazing.

But Mairi, it appeared, didn’t think so. Ever since that interlude she’d been irritable and prone to argument. They’d reached their room afterward and it was as if she’d changed into a different person. He’d spent a hard, lonely, cold night on the floor with naught but a few blankets and a thin pillow, listening to her breathing and thinking that if he’d been less of a gentleman he would have been in that bed with her.

But, regardless of his pirating past, he had been a gentleman. Damn his hide.

“Nevertheless,” he said in exasperation. “We’ve imposed on my friends for help, they’ve loaned you a gown. And now we can’t say nay to this request. Give us one night, Mairi.”

Instead of answering she turned back to that blasted window to look for her blasted brother. If he didn’t despise Grant before, he did now. The hold the man had on his sister was frustrating to say the least. Grant McFadden didn’t deserve Mairi’s near worship. He was a threat to the crown and needed to be in prison at the very least, but Mairi steadfastly believed that Grant was the answer to all her problems.

“What do you have against my friends?” Phin asked.

“Nothing.”

He wanted to growl in a frustration that stemmed mainly from pent-up sexual need that was near to bursting his skin. One taste of Mairi, even fully clothed and in a carriage, was not nearly enough. He wanted more. So much more that he was willing to hole up in this dirty room and not leave for at least a fortnight. Unfortunately, Mairi didn’t want the same things he did and he needed to bring McFadden in. Time was closing in on him more rapidly than he cared to admit.

“We shouldn’t have done what we did,” she said so softly that he almost didn’t catch it.

Ah, so there was guilt? Of course there was. He’d been an idiot to not expect it.

“It was just a kiss, lass.” That, of course, was the wrong thing to say. She shot him a venomous look.

“That’s not what I meant and you know it. We kissed. No harm done. Do you regret it?”

“No.” She continued to look out the window. “And that’s the problem.”

“I don’t see a problem if we both enjoyed it.”

He was taken aback by the torture in her eyes, the despair and the desperation. Desperation he had witnessed when she confronted him in his cabin on the Wanderer.

“What’s amiss, Mairi mine?”

“Don’t call me that. Please. I’m not yours nor will I ever be. I’m here to gather up my wayward brother and return to Scotland to fix the mess the English have put my people in. I’m not supposed to like you, Phin. I hate everything English.”

She wasn’t supposed to like him. Which meant, in a roundabout way, that she did, indeed, like him. He’d never felt such foolish joy before.

“We are not so different from you Scotsmen,” he said, wishing he could somehow change her mind about his countrymen. They weren’t all bad. In fact, very few were. Unfortunately, she had seen only the worst of the lot.

She snorted and he held up his hand to stop whatever it was she was about to say.

“What those soldiers did to you and your people I cannot condone and neither can my friends. It was wrong, but are you to condemn us for something that someone else has done? That wouldn’t be fair.”

“We’ve been terribly hurt by your people. Aileen …”

He’d heard of Aileen, Grant’s fiancée who had been brutally raped and murdered by English soldiers. ’Twas a story that was all too familiar to him. Yet he couldn’t tell her he was aware of Aileen for that would reveal that he knew a whole lot more than he should about her family.

“She and Grant had been recently betrothed,” she said. “But they’d known each other from birth. Growing up the three of us had been inseparable.…” Her voice trailed off and it was a long while before she spoke again.

“Aileen was caught outside the walls, somewhere she should not have been. There aren’t enough men to chaperone the women. They’ve all gone. Killed in battle or forced to find work elsewhere since our fields have been destroyed or given to English sympathizers.”

She drew in a shaky breath. “A band of soldiers happened to be passing through and thought it great sport to torture her. They dragged her into the woods. Far enough away that we wouldn’t hear her screams but close enough that we would find her body when we went searching.”

Phin went still. The story was all too familiar and hit far too close to home. He wanted to hunt those soldiers down and kill every last one of them.

“I’m sorry,” he said, the words entirely inadequate.

“Don’t you see? Don’t you understand why I can’t like any Englishman? They’ve taken everything from me. Everything. I have no family. Few friends. No possibilities.”

“I have never served in the English army, Mairi. Those soldiers aren’t me.” No, he’d never served in the English army but wasn’t he working for the crown now?

“I’m not attending their dinner or that opera. I can’t sit among them and pretend I’m having a grand time when their sons and husbands pillaged my country.”

It had been obvious to Phin for days now that Grant was not coming to fetch Mairi. At least not here where he could be easily caught. That left Phin only one other option and that was to parade Mairi about London. Short of marching her up and down the street, he didn’t know how else to do that. Sebastian had provided him an excellent excuse to get her out and make her appear vulnerable. Already his men were down in the main room talking about their captain attending the dinner party with his “lady friend.” He had no doubt that word would get back to Grant. And he was also positive that Grant would be furious enough to try to “rescue” his sister from the hated English pirate.

Sebastian had men in place and Phin had reinforced them with his own men. Tonight could be the night that he captured Grant McFadden.

He didn’t want to make Mairi vulnerable and he hated himself for using her in such a way, but he had no choice.

“Mairi, the more you’re out and about the more chances Grant has of coming for you.”

She waved his words away. “Grant is well aware of my whereabouts. He will come for me. There is no need for you to be my nanny. Go to dinner if you wish.”

“Grant won’t return here, Mairi. The crown is aware that he’s been seen here before and he knows that.”

“He will send someone for me.”

He took a deep breath to calm himself. “Be that as it may, we will attend the dinner.”

* * *

They arrived at Sebastian’s house late in the afternoon. Gabrielle’s maid bathed Mairi, dressed her, powdered her, spritzed her, combed her, curled her and did all other manner of things that Gabrielle claimed would make Phin weak in the knees.

She didn’t want Phin weak in the knees and she didn’t want to be with these people, but when Phin was her only protection in this city, and her only hope of finding her brother, she had no choice.

Grant would be furious with her when he discovered she was consorting with the enemy.

And yet, Gabrielle had been nothing but kind and generous. She’d opened her home to Mairi, gave her two beautiful gowns and loaned her a maid. And she treated Mairi the same way she treated Claire and Emmaline, who both materialized later in the afternoon to partake in what Claire said was “fun,” but that Mairi considered torture.

There were long stretches of time in which Mairi was left alone with Gabrielle’s maid, a woman of few words, which suited Mairi fine. It left her with her thoughts. Not all of which were welcome. Especially when they turned to Phin and the kiss, as she referred to it.

When she’d bargained her virtue, she promised herself that she would not enjoy coupling with Phin. She was merely paying a price, she’d told herself. A steep price to be sure, but nothing was too steep for her brother. However, after that kiss she was beginning to wonder if she’d had any idea of just what she had gotten herself into. She’d thought she could handle it, but oh, how wrong she had been. And that had only been a kiss. What would happen if Phin decided he wanted his payment and demanded that she sleep with him?

She made a sound and Gabrielle’s maid looked up at her from where she crouched on her knees pinning the hem of Mairi’s new gown. Mairi smiled faintly, feeling flushed as memories assailed her. Her knees grew weak and that place between her legs, that sensitive place she never even knew existed, quivered in a longing so fierce that it made her blush in mortification.

Surely no woman of quality felt such wicked things.

Then again, she was no woman of quality. She was Mairi McFadden, unwilling laird of Clan McFadden. A clan that, according to Phin’s people, should not exist anymore.

Gabrielle sailed into the room and stopped short. “Oh, my,” she said. “You are exquisite.”

Mairi looked down, unaccustomed to such praise. On a normal day she wore her work-worn gowns and toiled in the kitchen gardens or helped the old stable master bail hay for the few horses left to them. She’d never been exquisite before.

“The men are waiting,” Gabrielle said. Her maid got to her feet and brushed her hands together with a nod as if saying, “You’ll do.”

Mairi turned to step down from the platform she’d been standing on for hours, and caught a glimpse of herself in the full-length mirror. She pulled in a surprised breath and peered closer at the woman in dark, shimmering sapphire with her red hair piled on top of her head in such a way that softened her sharp cheekbones. Tendrils had sprung loose as it was wont to do, but instead of looking messy, it looked artfully elegant.

Blue earbobs winked and sparkled from her ears and a matching necklace, loaned to her again by Gabrielle, glimmered in the candlelight.

Reluctantly she pulled her gaze from the mirror and the stranger looking back at her, discomfited and bemused. Who was that person? She looked like any gently bred English woman ready for an evening with friends.

Except you’re not a gently bred English woman. You’d best remember that, Mairi McFadden. Don’t ever forget from whence you came and where you will return. These earbobs and this gown are not yours and never will be. Your future is with your people and your land.

With that thought, she turned on her borrowed heels and followed Gabrielle to the drawing room where the men and other ladies awaited her, feeling like the worst sort of fraud and traitor to her people.

But when she entered the drawing room she stopped, her gaze immediately seeking out Phin. ’Twas not difficult to find him, for he commanded the room in his black breeches, a shimmery silver waistcoat, and a black coat. His cravat and shirt were a snowy white, his hair combed straight back and secured at the nape with a black ribbon. For a moment her head spun and she became dizzy. She feared if she walked one more step she would fall on her face.

If she was exquisite, as Gabrielle said, then there were no words to describe Phin.

He’d been in the process of raising his glass to take a drink when he saw her. His hand stopped in midair. His gaze took in her gown, her hair, the jewels at her neck.

“My God,” he said.


Chapter Thirteen

Sebastian chuckled and slapped Phin on the back almost causing him to spill his drink. He set it down without looking where he was placing it and walked toward Mairi. Emmaline had to slide out of his way lest he roll right over her.

“You’re beautiful,” he whispered.

“So are you.” She couldn’t stop looking at him. Who was Phin Lockwood? A pirate or a gentleman? A little bit of both? Her gaze slid to his lips and memories of kissing him came unbidden.

The butler appeared to announce the arrival of their guests. Mairi stepped to the side, her stomach a knot of nerves as a large woman in a bright pink gown and a massive amount of bracelets that clinked and clanked entered with a stern, gray-haired man who appeared to be her husband. She embraced Gabrielle, enfolding the smaller woman until no one could see her.

Another man entered and Mairi’s gaze was riveted to his bright yellow and blue ensemble. He appeared to be what the English called a fop. Mairi had heard of such a person before but never encountered one. She was intrigued as she watched him flounce around the room, keeping mainly with the women. He seemed to take to Gabrielle, but Sebastian didn’t appear to mind much.

And then another man entered all alone. There was an aura about him that made Mairi shiver. He stood near the door looking around with a deliberateness that was disconcerting. He was dressed in the finest fashion, all in black with the exception of his white shirt and white cravat. He was tall and thin, but she sensed there was more beneath the expensive clothing. Danger was the word that came to mind. His cool gaze fell on her before moving slowly away.

Sebastian walked over and the two spoke.

Eventually the men congregated on one side of the room, where it seemed earnest discussions followed, while the women gathered together and sat in the chairs. Mairi hesitated, caught between the two groups, not fitting in either.

She would much rather be with Phin than these women with whom she felt very out of place. Oh, Claire and Emmaline were nice enough, and certainly Gabrielle had helped her out more than she needed to, but they weren’t her people and she wasn’t certain how to act around them. She hovered at the perimeter wishing the floor would open up and swallow her whole. It would be a blessing if it did.

The larger woman, Lady Eastman, was the most gregarious of the bunch. She spoke with her hands, the numerous bracelets clacking as she talked. She seemed to be the one with the most gossip to impart while the others simply listened. Occasionally Claire and Gabrielle would share a secret look, their mouths pursed in amusement.

Emmaline, catching Mairi’s eye, motioned her over but at the same time the butler arrived to announce dinner. Phin appeared at her side to escort her in. Mairi was relieved that this portion of the evening was over. Now she need only suffer through dinner and whatever else Gabrielle had planned for the evening. By Mairi’s calculations they weren’t even half finished. So far she’d managed to avoid most conversation, but she doubted she could do so during dinner where it was polite to converse with the people you were seated next to.

Why, oh why had she agreed to this? Then she remembered that she hadn’t agreed at all. She’d been forced into it by Phin, who seemed to be having a grand time with his friends.

What would he do if she forced him to eat with her clan? More than likely he would fit in as he fit in here. A pirate who could converse with ease with the social elite. He was a veritable chameleon.

Mairi found herself sandwiched between Lady Eastman and the fop, who she’d learned was Benton Fitzthomas, Lord Havers. She was relieved to see that the other man, Sir Colin Atwater, was down the table. He made her uneasy with his unnatural stillness and those eyes that missed nothing. Occasionally she caught him watching her and it would make her shiver and look away.

“That gown looks quite fetching on you. A very admirable color,” Lord Havers said, eyeing her lazily.

“Thank you.”

“Sapphire goes well with all that titian hair. Beautiful. You can call me Fitzie.” He twirled the wine around in his glass. He seemed more interested in the color and style of her gown than anything else.

Lady Eastman had turned to the person on her left, who happened to be Claire. They were keeping up quite an animated discussion that didn’t involve her, so that left Mairi with Fitzie.

“You may call me Mairi,” she said.

A footman appeared and placed a plate in front of her with a large slab of reddish meat. Mairi tried very hard not to wrinkle her nose and recoil. She was sure it was the best of food but having gone for so long without rich food, the thought of eating this made her stomach churn. It could also be the fact that she was breaking bread among the enemy.

“Mairi from Scotland,” Fitzie said, ignoring the beef placed before him.

“Yes.” She picked up her fork and looked around the table. Others were delicately cutting small pieces and chewing. She could do the same.

She pierced a small piece and put it in her mouth. It was seasoned well and cooked through and her stomach suddenly rumbled in appreciation.

“Scotland’s a beautiful country,” Fitzie said. “I was there a few years ago. Before the troubles.”

Ah, yes. The troubles. As if the Scots were recalcitrant children who needed a bit of discipline. She forced down her rising anger along with another bite of food. Do not take everything so personally, Mairi. Let it go.

For a while they ate in silence. The beef was removed and a potato, steaming hot and topped with butter was placed before her. The Addison’s knew how to give a dinner party and knew the best cuts of meat and vegetables to serve.

“So what brings you to England?” Fitzie asked, spearing his potato.

She hesitated, knowing enough not to mention her brother by name. Yet she refused to act like she was on holiday or out to land herself a husband or some such nonsense. “I’m looking for my brother. Mr. Lockwood has agreed to help me.”

Fitzie’s eyes crinkled in a smile. “Mr. Lockwood, eh? And where did you lose your brother?”

Again she hesitated finding that she was becoming too enmeshed in this conversation fraught with too many obstacles she needed to maneuver around. “He’s somewhere in London. We just need to discover where.”

There. She was pleased that she’d answered and yet not answered as well.

Fitzie eyed her sharply. Apparently he wasn’t nearly as indifferent as he wanted others to believe.

Dinner was winding down and Mairi was pleased she’d managed to survive so far. It hadn’t been too horrible and the food had been marvelous. She feared she would tear the seams of her stays if she ate one more bite. Until dessert was served.

It had to be pudding. Her favorite.

“And Lockwood, is he treating you well?” Fitzie asked, pushing away his bowl of pudding.

“Very well, thank you.” She looked down the table to where Phin was sitting between Sebastian and Emmaline. As if sensing her, he looked up from his pudding and their gazes locked.

He smiled faintly causing her stomach to clench in a way that reminded her of their carriage ride. Mairi looked down at her bowl, disconcerted by her reaction. There were times she felt as if she were a panicked fish that had been lured to Phin by irresistible bait and now he was reeling her in a bit at a time.

The footmen carried in bottles of wine and whisked the empty plates away, replacing them with platters of fruit and cheese. Lady Eastman was now conversing with Nicholas Addison, who sat across from her. Claire had turned to Gabrielle, Phin and Lord Eastman were discussing some sort of new tax and Fitzie was broodily sipping his wine. Mairi looked down the table to find Sir Atwater watching her closely.

Unashamed to have been caught, he cocked an eyebrow at her and raised his wineglass. Mairi quickly looked away.

These people were nothing like Mairi had imagined when she’d thought of England.

She’d pictured a country full of people like the soldiers that stomped through her land. She’d imagined a society devoid of compassion, who preyed upon those weaker than they.

Of course she was peering into the upper echelon of society. An entirely different world lived outside these doors and this street. But these people were not the evil monsters she’d built them up to be in her mind.

They laughed. They loved. They ate dinner together. They attended operas. They gave their clothes to women they did not know simply because a friend asked them to. They opened their home to a poor Scottish woman. They accepted her into their circle with nary a second thought.

She couldn’t afford to become attached to these people who had so much money they thought nothing of giving away a gown that cost a hundred pounds at least. Or enough food in one night that would feed her entire clan for months.

This was not her life, nor did she want it to be. She wanted the open skies of Scotland, devoid of the smoke that hung about London. She wanted the green grass and her friends. How she missed the other women she called sisters.

She watched the footmen carry the plates away. What was left on them could feed several people at home. What a waste. What a waste all of this was. Operas when people were starving. Silk gowns when people were patching their clothes and shivering through the harsh winter.

She glanced over at Phin, who had leaned back in his chair and was watching her. The women talked of clothes and the upcoming opera and the friends they would see there. The men talked of politics and taxation. It could have been any conversation at any dinner table anywhere.

And yet it was here, in England. A place she didn’t want to be. A place she abhorred. Or thought she abhorred. Now she didn’t know what to think anymore.

The women stood, leaving the men behind to enjoy their brandy and their talk. She followed the women to the drawing room, but desperately wanted to escape for just a few moments. She slipped away and made her way down the hall toward the back of the house her shoes making nary a sound on the thick carpet. With a glance behind her to make certain no one noticed she was missing she pushed open a door that took her into what appeared to be a study. It was dark, only one candle lit, but it was enough to see a large desk that seemed to weigh as much as the Wanderer, a blotter with a heavy inkwell sitting atop it. But what she was really looking for was the set of double doors that led out to a terrace.

She walked out into the garden, needing more than ever to feel the cool air on her arms. She looked up at the sky, disappointed that there were no stars. Too much smoke, too many people in one place. To think that there were people who would live and die in this city without experiencing one night beneath a sky full of stars or a full moon shining down upon them.

A shadow shifted, drawing her attention and causing her heart to beat faster. She’d been lulled into a sense of safety after being around Phin for so long. She had to remember that just streets away there were starving people willing to do what they needed to feed their families. Just weeks ago she had been in that same situation. No, Mairi, you’re still in that same situation.

The shadow moved again and took shape until it was standing before her, his back to her.

She gasped and the shadow whirled around.

“Ezra?”

“Lady Mairi?”

She hadn’t been able to break Ezra from calling her Lady Mairi, and at this point she’d stopped trying.

Ezra was carrying a pistol and had a cutlass hanging at his side.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

“Cap’n Phin has us on patrol.”

“Patrol for what?”

He shifted and glanced around. “Just patrol. Best be getting inside, m’lady. You never know who might be lurking about.”

Ezra tipped his head and moved on. Why did Phin have patrols on Sebastian’s land? And what had Ezra meant by never knowing who might be lurking about?

“I believe he was speaking of me.”

With a squeal she just managed to muffle, Mairi wheeled around and came nose to chest with her brother.

“Grant,” she said in surprise, taking a step back.

“Shhh.” He glanced at the house looming behind her then in the direction Ezra had disappeared.

“I wasn’t expecting you to come here.” She looked back at the house as well, half expecting Phin to be watching from the windows, but there was no one there. “What are you doing here?”

“My men tell me that you’ve not only been consorting with Lockwood but Addison as well.” Grant raised a brow.

She’d known he would be angry when he discovered she was friendly with an earl, but she was a bit surprised it was the first thing he mentioned upon seeing her. Did he not wonder how she was? If she was being treated well? Even Fitzie seemed concerned that Phin was treating her well but not her own brother.

“Phin asked me to come to dinner at his friend’s home.” She felt like a naughty child, caught doing something she’d been expressly told not to. And the guilt was never far away.

Grant looked back at the house as if contemplating it, then he looked at her, his gaze taking in her borrowed gown.

She plucked at the skirts, that guilt taking center stage. “I had to travel lightly so Gabrielle loaned me the gown.”

“Gabrielle? Lady Addison? You’re on first name terms with her?”

Her face heated. “Yes.”

“These people are our enemy, Mairi.”

“I know.” And yet, at dinner, hadn’t she begun to think of them differently? Wasn’t that why she came outside, because she was uncomfortable with her thoughts? Because she was beginning to see them as something other than the enemy?

“Do you?” Again with the raised brow. Their da had done that. Grant was so much like their da that it hurt her heart. But their da would have never come to England to side with France.

She raised her chin, tired of being berated when he knew nothing of what she’d been through. And what she’d been through would not have happened if he’d done what he was supposed to do and come back to Scotland.

“What choice do I have, Grant? I’ve hired Phin to help me and yet I’m also at his mercy. He asked me to attend this dinner party. Should I have said no? Should I have stayed at the Coxswain all alone waiting for you?”

He considered her for the longest time. This man before her was in a lot of ways a stranger and it saddened her to no end that she barely recognized the brother she’d once looked up to.

“I need you to help me, Mairi.”

“Oh, really? What could you possibly need from me, brother?”

He seemed taken aback by her caustic tone and he hesitated a moment too long.

“I’ve come all the way from Scotland to find you and when I finally do you leave me alone for days.” She stepped up to him and poked him in the chest. “Where have you been? You claim I’ve been consorting with our enemy and yet it’s you who have left me with the enemy.” She crossed her arms and glared at him. “Explain yourself.”

His gaze slid away. “I’ve had things I needed to do first.”

“And these things are more important than your sister?”

His jaw clenched. “I need you to stay with Lockwood for a time.”

She blinked, stunned. “Stay with Phin?” The thought of spending more time with Phin Lockwood was strangely appealing and terrifying all at the same time. “But what about our people? I must return to Scotland before winter, and so must you.”

“There are important plans being made, Mairi. Plans that could free Scotland from England. You can help us with those plans.”

“Again with your plans,” she said in disgust. “Don’t you understand how foolish this is, Grant? You can’t change the way England thinks. You can’t bring down one of the greatest countries in the world. There are people at home who are relying on you.”

His lips thinned and he seemed to grow taller before her, his shoulders snapping taut, his fingers balling into fists. She’d never before been afraid of her brother, had always looked to him for protection even if he frustrated her to no end, but for a moment her heart skipped a beat as something evil and dangerous came over Grant. She took half a step back, her gaze going to his balled hands.

“Lady Mairi?”

Grant jerked and took a step into the shadows of the bushes. He put his finger to his lips before disappearing into the shrubbery.

“Are you still out here?” Ezra asked.

“Yes. I just … I was feeling the need for fresh air. And quiet. I won’t be much longer.”

Ezra peered into the shadows surrounding her. “You sure you’re well? You want me to fetch the cap’n?”

“No. I’m fine. I’ll be heading inside soon. I promise.”

Ezra looked around one more time then shrugged and ambled off.

When she could hear him no more Grant emerged from the bushes.

“Thank you,” he said softly.

She nodded, unsure if she’d done the right thing in letting Ezra go. Yet she could never turn her brother over to Phin, for that would be the death of Grant, and no matter what he’d done, he was still her brother.

“We don’t have much time, Mairi. Soon Lockwood’s man will fetch him to tell him you’re out here. Listen to me.” He put his hands on her shoulders, forcing her to look at him. “There are bigger things happening, sister. More important than a few women and a crumbling castle. Sacrifices must be made.”

Her mouth dropped open and she quickly snapped it closed. “Sacrifices?” she hissed into the darkness. “You know nothing of the sacrifices we’ve endured. I don’t want to help you with your ill-fated and ill-advised cause. I want you to return home with me and feed and protect our people.” Her words came out in a harsh whisper that burned her throat.

His expression softened. “Forgive me, Mairi.” He ran a hand through his hair in a gesture that she remembered so well from their youth. “Sometimes I get so caught up in my mission here that I tend to forget that you’ve grown up as well. If it wasn’t for you looking out for our people and our land, I would not be here, and here is where I need to be. I well know the sacrifices you’ve made and that you’ve worked hard to keep everything together. Help me, Mairi. Help us. The sooner we can accomplish our goals, the sooner I can return to Scotland and help you with the clan.”

His tone of voice, the entreaty in his eyes softened her anger until it slipped away. She could see the weariness in every line of his body. He was working hard to help Scotland and she should appreciate that more. She should recognize that he was looking at the bigger picture instead of one tiny clan made of women and children.

“What would you need me to do?” she asked warily, still not entirely convinced that this was the right thing to do, but if it brought Grant back to Scotland she was willing to consider it.

“Try to discover what Addison knows about the uprising. I’m looking for anything that I can possibly use against the English.”

“And how do you propose I do that? He certainly does not confide in me. He barely speaks to me.”

“Go back in and find his study. Look through papers on his desk. Listen at doors. I don’t know, Mairi. Improvise. Our parents taught us both to read; use that gift to help me.”

She thought of the room she’d slipped into to escape out to the terrace. That had definitely been Sebastian’s study. Would he have left important papers out? And was she seriously considering spying for her brother?

“How do you know the earl is even aware of, or would have information on, whatever it is you’re involved in?”

“He’s a spy for the crown.”

Shocked silence followed his statement. She’d dined with a spy?

“This is madness.”

“Sebastian Addison is a spy, and the gentleman you dined with, Sir Colin Atwater, is the man he reports to. Lady Addison is not innocent in any of this either, but it’s Lord Addison who concerns me the most. I need you to do this for me, Mairi.”

Addison a spy. Atwater his superior. This was madness. All of it. And if it were true?

“You are in over your head, Grant. This is foolish and dangerous.”

“But necessary if Scotland is to break from England.”

“That will never happen.”

He looked at her in disappointment. “You have such little faith. Have the English broken you as well, little one?”

“The English have not broken me, but I have a better understanding than you do of what you’re facing. You do realize that some Scots are not opposed to English rule?”

His lips twisted in derision. “Cowards.”

Laughter drifted from the house, causing both of them to snap their heads in that direction. She’d been out here far too long. Soon they would realize she was missing and Phin would come searching for her.

Grant grabbed her arm. “Do this for me, Mairi.”

She hesitated, thinking quickly. “If I do, will you return to Scotland with me?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“As soon as I am able.”

“Before winter.”

“That’s mere months away. It’s too soon.”

“Before winter or I’ll not help you.”

His fingers tightened on her arm, but in this she would not back down. She glared up at him until he sighed and loosened his hold.

“Before winter,” he said.

“Promise me. On your word.”

He looked at her for the longest time through the gray shadows. “On my word,” he finally said.


Chapter Fourteen

Mairi made her way back to the house, her mind heavy with the conversation she’d just had with her brother. He wanted her to spy. He wanted her to commit treason.

The thought made her sick to her stomach. Certainly she hated the English, but her thoughts did not matter. The English ruled Scotland and if she were caught spying, or snooping, or whatever it was Grant wanted her to do, then she would be hanged as a traitor.

He promised to return to Scotland with her but was this price too high to pay? She’d once thought no price was too high to get her brother back, but she wondered now. Was there a line she wasn’t willing to cross? She thought of her ma who always seemed to know what to do in any given situation. What would she do? What was right. She would do what was right, but in this instance was the right thing bringing Grant back to Scotland to help her people and becoming a spy in the process? Or was the right thing walking away and returning to Scotland without him?

Then being forced to marry MacGowan.

She closed the terrace doors silently behind her with no clear answer. Truthfully, either answer was unacceptable.

In the distance she could hear the women laughing and the lower rumble of the voices of the men, two of whom were spies for the English crown if Grant were to be believed. And yet hadn’t she had uneasy feelings concerning Sir Atwater from the beginning?

And what about Phin? Was he a spy as well?

Her head was beginning to pound from all that she’d learned today and from the dozens of questions that seemed to have no clear answer.

More laughter drifted through the closed door. It seemed to be a right jolly party that had gone on without her. A hue and a cry had not gone up when they discovered her missing, if they even had at all.

On her way through the study she stopped at the overly large desk that loomed before her, a darker shadow among lighter ones. Tentatively she touched it, drawing her finger down the smooth, cool wood. So Sebastian Addison was a spy.

Doubts poured through her. Doubts about Phin that she desperately wanted to push away.

Male voices drew closer. She yanked her hand from the desk and quickly made her way to the door where she peeked out into the hallway to find Sebastian and Phin a few feet away. Sebastian was leaning against the wall. Phin stood before him, his hands in his pockets as he rocked back on his heels.

Her heart pounded so hard she was certain the men could hear it. Surely they knew she was in here contemplating spying on a spy. Her hands were shaking and she leaned against the wall, her head tilted back, trying to control her sudden uncontrollable breathing.

You’re acting as if you’ve done something wrong when you haven’t.

Yet.

This was ludicrous. She couldn’t do this. She couldn’t spy on a spy. She had no idea even how to do such a thing.

“Does Mairi know?” Sebastian asked.

Her head snapped up and all senses strained to hear what was said next.

“That I’m using her to get to Grant?” Phin asked. “No.”

“Best she not know,” Sebastian said.

Mairi closed her eyes against the sharp pain in her stomach. And now she knew why Phin was friends with an English spy. They were working in tandem to find Grant. She pressed a fist to her churning stomach.

“Damn, but he was right there in the Coxswain and I missed him,” Phin said in disgust.

“He’s a slippery devil, to be sure,” Sebastian said.

“Time’s running out,” Phin said. “I can’t wait much longer.”

Her eyes popped open. What did that mean?

But she wasn’t to hear more for the other men came out into the hall and the conversation between Phin and Sebastian ended. She listened as the men moved toward the drawing room, their voices growing fainter. Soon Phin would come looking for her, but for the moment she needed to gather her wits about her.

She’d walked right into a trap when she’d asked for Phin’s help, and now her brother was to pay the price. He’d tried to warn her, Grant had. He’d told her that Phin had no interest in helping her.

She felt like the world’s worst sort of fool.

Why? Why did Phin want to capture Grant?

Was there a substantial bounty on Grant’s head? Phin was a pirate who would love a good bounty. Or, was he working for Sebastian to capture Grant?

Either way she’d trusted the wrong man, duped into believing that Phin would help her. She’d fallen for his lies—lies that dripped beautifully from his lips.

And she’d offered him her virtue in payment.

Grant had been right. She couldn’t trust the English. She’d let her heart get the best of her. Well, no more. Phin was using her. She could use Phin to find the information that Grant needed. She still wasn’t entirely certain she wanted to help Grant with his mad scheme to topple England, but she did want him to return to Scotland. She would rid herself of England’s dirt from her shoes and she would go home with Grant and never come back.

Squaring her shoulders, she returned to Sebastian’s desk and sat in the overly large leather chair that squeaked ominously as she lowered herself into it. She held her breath, her heart galloping in her chest as she waited for someone to come in and find her. But no one did.

She lit a candle. Hopefully the small source of light wouldn’t draw curious servants. She opened the top drawer to find a broken quill, a chain that looked like it would fit a pocket watch and a bit of ribbon. The left-hand drawer held blank sheets of paper, but the bottom drawer was more interesting for it was locked.

Mairi tugged on it a few times, then ran her hand around the edge of the desk searching for a key. She even got on her hands and knees, wincing at the damage she could do to the beautiful sapphire gown. There was no key there. Or if there was, it was well hidden and too dark to find. She tried the other drawers. There was correspondence from a solicitor in Chelsea. Apparently the earl was looking to purchase a factory there.

Another bit of correspondence was half-finished in tight compact handwriting to a London jeweler. It seemed the earl was designing a piece of jewelry for his wife to commemorate their first anniversary.

It was to be a fine, exquisite necklace made of yellow and white diamonds. According to the earl, yellow diamonds were Lady Addison’s favorite gems.

Even though the correspondence was wholly business related, regarding the creation of and purchase of the piece, Mairi could see the love that Sebastian had for his wife, and it made her guilt so sharp and painful that she dropped the letter and wiped her hand on her skirt.

The skirt that Gabrielle had loaned her.

She put her head in her hands and breathed deeply. What are you doing, Mairi? How can you do this to these people who have been nothing but kind to you?

She rocked her head back and forth, dismayed at what she’d lowered herself to, appalled and hurt that Phin thought so little of her. She put the paper back where she found it and shut the drawer. Quickly she stood, pushed the heavy chair back into place, and made her way to the door. She was finished tonight. There was nothing about Grant that she could find unless it was locked in the drawer, and she had no idea how to open a locked drawer.

She snuffed the candle and stepped out of the study to find Phin striding down the hall.

“There you are,” he said. “The women were worried. They said you’d gone missing.”

She smiled up at him even though her heart still thundered. She wished she’d had time to gather her wits about her, to practice how not to look guilty, for she feared her guilt and shame were written all over her face. How did spies like Sebastian do this on a daily basis? It ate at her soul.

Phin seemed genuinely concerned about her absence, but she had to remind herself that it was all a ruse. He was concerned because he thought he’d lost his one link to Grant.

“Not lost,” she said. “I just needed some fresh air.”

He looked at the closed door and she took that moment to sail past him, not wanting him to look too deeply into her eyes lest he see the truth. That she knew what he was about and that it hurt her greatly. And that she’d just rifled through Sebastian’s most intimate correspondence.

When they entered the sitting room, Gabrielle came up to them with a look of concern. “There you are. We were worried.”

And by the tone of her voice Mairi could tell that Gabrielle truly had been worried. She pictured the yellow and white diamond necklace around Gabrielle’s neck and silently congratulated Sebastian on his choice. With Gabrielle’s dark coloring and dark hair, the yellow diamonds would look magnificent. And they would also cost a fortune. A fortune that her people desperately needed.

Her gaze flicked to Sir Atwater, who had glanced up when she entered. Their gazes clashed and she quickly averted hers. Could he tell just by looking at her that she’d been up to no good? Of course not. She was being silly and was overwrought by all that had happened tonight.

In fact she was so confused that her head was beginning to ache.

“I just needed some fresh air,” she said again, purposely turning away so Sir Atwater couldn’t see her.

Gabrielle’s face softened in sympathy and she rubbed Mairi’s arm. “It’s a bit much, all of us at once, isn’t it?”

Mairi blinked several times because suddenly she was aghast at what she’d done. What had she been thinking? What had Grant been thinking in asking her to do this?

And yet what choice did she have? If she didn’t help her brother he would never return to Scotland with her.

* * *

The next night they all attended the opera. It was called La buona figliuola, an Italian opera by the famed Piccinni. Phin had never heard of Piccinni before and knew only a smattering of Italian, but Gabrielle seemed thrilled to watch an opera in the language she spoke as fluently as English.

He kept his eye on Mairi, who sat rigidly next to him, her eyes trained on the stage, although he would bet his beloved ship that she wasn’t paying one bit of attention to what was going on down there.

She was pale, her lips pinched. She’d been that way since yesterday evening after dinner. Which made him wonder many things. She’d made no secret that she hadn’t wanted to attend the dinner. She was uncomfortable around his friends. He thought that had more to do with the whole English-Scottish thing than anything else.

She appeared to have enjoyed herself as she spoke to Fitzie and she’d eaten the food put before her. But something had happened after dinner. In that time when she’d disappeared to get “some fresh air,” as she claimed.

Yes, claimed. He was beginning to believe that there was more to that story than she was telling. He’d spoken to Ezra, who’d told him he’d talked to her twice while she was enjoying her fresh air. Ezra had said nothing was amiss. Just that she’d appeared ill at ease, which Phin could attest to.

Something had changed her.

They’d barely spoken a word since leaving Gabrielle and Sebastian’s. Getting her to talk was like pulling teeth. Her answers were limited to one or two words. She’d gone straight to bed, but he knew she hadn’t slept. Lying on the hard, cold floor he’d listened for her every breath, her every movement. She tossed and turned and muttered in the moments when she did sleep.

Tonight she wore a gown of ruby red. She reminded him of a bright jewel. But there had been no joy in the gown. If anything she looked almost ill and shot him fulminating glares as if it were his fault she was encased in the dress.

The curtain came down at intermission. The others stirred, stretched. Gabrielle and Claire began chattering right away. Emmaline spoke softly to Nicholas while Nathan and Sebastian snuck out.

“Would you care for a refreshment?” Phin asked Mairi.

Her back was straight, her shoulders squared. She was so brittle he feared if he touched her, she would shatter into a thousand pieces. This was not the same woman who had melted in his arms the other night. He wanted that woman back, for it was she who ignited the fires within him.

She stared straight ahead even though the curtain was down. “I’m fine, thank you.”

“Are you, Mairi?”

She glanced at him quickly, but just as quickly turned back to the stage. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“You don’t seem fine. What is wrong?”

“Nothing is wrong. I’m tired, that’s all.”

He didn’t believe her, but he also knew he wasn’t getting any more information out of her. Whatever happened last night, she was keeping it to herself.

Had Grant returned? He didn’t think so. He’d had armed guards patrolling the area and no one had seen anyone suspicious.

The curtain rose even though most people were not yet in their seats. The lights were extinguished and the opera resumed, but Phin didn’t hear a word of it. He was too busy trying to determine what in the bloody hell was wrong with Mairi—and wondering why the hell he cared so much.

He was never so relieved as when the opera ended and he could leave the stuffy, hot building. Gabrielle and Claire tried to engage Mairi in conversation. She was polite. She smiled and answered their questions, but it was clear she wasn’t in the mood to converse, so the women drifted off toward Emmaline and their husbands.

The crowd leaving the opera was thick. Phin kept a wary eye on his surroundings. His men had done their jobs and spread the word that Phin was escorting Mairi to the opera. They were about, watching and waiting to see if Grant came near. Phin kept Mairi in his sights at all times, urging her to either walk next to him or in front of him. But the thick crowd made that impossible at times, and as he opened a path for her to follow, she had to step behind him.

When he turned around she was gone.


Chapter Fifteen

“Mairi?” He frantically looked over the heads of the crowd but couldn’t see her striking red hair.

“Mairi?” he yelled louder. Heads turned, people eyed him, but he cared not. Where the hell was she?

“What’s wrong?” Sebastian asked, coming up beside him.

“I can’t find Mairi.”

“She’s probably with the other women. Nattering away no doubt.”

“I don’t think so.” Her strange behavior haunted him and now her disappearance seemed more ominous. Had she planned this?

Had she snuck away to be with Grant?

Damnation!

“We need to find her,” he said to Sebastian with more urgency.

Sebastian shot him a strange look. “Do you think McFadden has her?”

Phin started pushing through the crowd, ignoring the disgruntled mutterings of the people he jostled. The more he tried to get through them, the thicker the crowd became and the slower he moved until his heart was nearly pounding out of his chest. What if he lost her? What if he missed his opportunity to capture Grant?

He came upon the three women and grabbed Gabrielle’s arm. “Where’s Mairi?”

She looked up at him, startled. “The last I saw she was following you.”

Phin cursed and looked around again. She was too short, damn it. He would never find her in this crowd.

“What’s wrong?” Emmaline asked.

“I’ve lost her.”

Emmaline knew him well enough to know that this was more serious than he was saying. She nodded then turned to her husband, Nicholas. “You and Sebastian fan out in this direction.” She pointed one way then the other. “Phin and I will go in the other directions.”

If her sudden command of the situation seemed odd, no one commented on it. Then again, this was Emmaline and everyone knew if a calm head was needed Emmaline would supply it. Phin was feeling far less than calm at the moment. All he could think was that if Grant found his sister, they were halfway out of the city by now, taking Phin’s very life with them. But there was more to it than that. There was a hollowness inside him at the thought of losing Mairi.

He pushed his way through the crowd, stopped, stood on his toes and looked. Push, stop, look. He had no idea how long he’d been doing this and he was almost to the perimeter of the crowd when he spotted something off to the side. A flash of skirt, a movement where there shouldn’t have been movement.

He moved faster, but it felt as if he were swimming against the tide. Bloody hell, didn’t these people have somewhere to be? Why were they all standing around talking?

He found her around the side of the building in the shadows. Someone was holding on to her wrist and she was trying to tug free.

A fury so fierce and potent grabbed ahold of Phin. He snatched Mairi’s captor by his collar and yanked him away. The man grunted and threw a punch, but Phin was much faster, much lighter on his feet and was expecting the punch. He easily dodged it then struck him in the ribs with a right hook, quickly followed by a snap punch to the nose. The last hit had the man falling to his knees, then struggling to his feet to stagger away, holding his ribs as he stumbled into the dark.

A shout came from somewhere behind him and a quick look ensured that his men were in pursuit of the bastard. Relieved, Phin centered his attention on Mairi.

Her hand covered her mouth. Her eyes were wide, her face pale.

“Are you all right?” Phin shook his hand out, grimacing at his sore knuckles.

“I—I’m …” She looked to where the man disappeared, her expression confusing him. She didn’t appear traumatized. Then again, this was Mairi. She’d yet to act the way he thought she should act.

“Who was that?” he asked.

“I don’t know.” She was still peering in the direction in which the man had disappeared.

“What did he say?”

“He didn’t have time to say much.”

He looked at her closely, at the lack of fear, yet her hands were shaking. “Was he sent by Grant?”

She jerked and those wide eyes trained themselves on him, but he saw the truth in them. That man had been one of Grant’s men. Hell and damnation.

If his men didn’t catch the man, he’d ruined his chance of capturing Grant. He’d let emotion overrule reason, had reacted without thinking when he saw Mairi being manhandled by the big brute. He should have stepped back, should have waited and watched and followed them, then grabbed Grant.

The two men who had given chase returned, winded and shaking their heads. Phin wanted to punch something he was so angry. He quite possibly had just made the biggest mistake of his life. A mistake that might cost him his life.

Mairi picked up her skirts and made her way toward the front of the building, where the crowd had thinned considerably. Phin followed, cursing himself the entire way. His plan had worked beautifully. They’d flushed Grant out—or at least had flushed his man out—and Phin had let him slip away.

Sebastian, Nicholas, Nathan, Emmaline, Gabrielle and Claire were all there waiting on them. Gabrielle and Claire flanked Mairi while Emmaline and the men eyed him.

Too furious to say anything, Phin didn’t even stop to talk to them but headed toward the carriage. He climbed in and looked out the window, his jaw tight, while the others climbed in after him. The ride back to Sebastian’s was tense and silent.

They both declined the offer for drinks at Sebastian’s and rode the carriage back to the Coxswain. ’Twas an entirely different ride than the last one they took back to the inn, that was for sure.

“My apologies,” Phin finally said.

Mairi glanced at him.

“I had no idea he was Grant’s man or I would have …” Would he have allowed the man to take Mairi away? At the time all he could think was that Mairi was in danger and he needed to save her. Had he known it was Grant’s man could he have stood back and let it play out? Let him take her away from him?

Did it matter? He was tasked with bringing Grant in. If he failed, he would lose his life. The concept was simple.

He should have allowed the man to take Mairi away and followed behind.

Phin closed his eyes and leaned his head back. There had been few times in his life that he’d felt true fear. For the most part he’d lived his life as he saw fit, damn the repercussions. But tonight he felt frightened. First when Mairi went missing and right now at the thought of his body dangling from a rope because he’d failed in this one duty.

Now what? Well, he needed to find another way to flush Grant out and he needed to make certain the crown didn’t know of this debacle. He could rely on his friends’ silence but he had to think fast on what his next move would be. Time was running out.

The carriage pulled up in front of the Coxswain, but before Phin could move Mairi spoke softly from the shadows.

“Are you using me so you can capture Grant?”

He collapsed back in the seat and waved away the boy who opened the carriage door for them.

“I overheard you talking to Sebastian during the dinner party,” she said.

No use denying it, then. Damnation. He’d thought she was with the other women. Never had he thought she would wander around the house alone. This explained her strange behavior ever since then. She’d heard and she’d been shocked. Most probably angry as well.

“Yes,” he finally said.

A soft sigh came from the far corner. Her disappointment struck him like a blow. It made him feel small and cruel. Like he’d kicked a defenseless kitten.

The carriage door was opened again, this time by a different boy hoping for a farthing for his efforts.

“Leave us,” Phin commanded.

“No.” Mairi picked up her skirts and pushed past him. She was out of the carriage before he could stop her.

He hurried after her as she swept into the Coxswain. A few men turned to watch her. It wasn’t every day that an elegantly dressed beautiful woman entered such a decrepit establishment. Eyebrows rose. Men called out to her from the other end of the room. Phin scowled at them.

Mairi marched through, apparently oblivious to the stir she caused. She picked up her fine skirts and gracefully made her way up the stairs as if they weren’t the rickety steps of a dilapidated pub but the elegant steps of Kensington Palace. For someone who claimed she never wore such finery she certainly knew how to wear it and how to act the part of a fine lady.

He followed her up the stairs and into the bedchamber.

“Mairi …” He didn’t know what he was going to say, what he should reveal.

She whirled around. “You English. You disgust me. You dress up in your fine clothing. You dance, attend operas, eat copious amounts of food and pretend you are better than everyone else.”

“Now wait a minute—”

“No, you wait a minute.” She advanced on him, her face flushed with anger, her whiskey-colored eyes snapping fire. She pointed her slim finger at him. “You’re no better than the lot of them. My people are starving under your king’s care while you throw more food away than we get in a week. I have women and children who would be glad of the chance to eat your scraps, who go cold in the winter while your women purchase fabric that costs a year of our income. You gad about London while your brothers ravish my land. And you. You use me to capture my brother for the bounty he will bring you because you want more. More, more, more. That’s all you English think of. Nothing is ever enough for you.”

She poked that finger in the air with each point she made, her face becoming alarmingly red, her Scottish brogue more and more pronounced. And as her anger surged, so did his. By God he’d saved her from being kidnapped, he’d holed himself up in this hovel with her, tortured by her presence night after night. He’d fed her, clothed her, introduced her to his friends. Yes, he led a good life, but he also led a harsh life and if there were times he enjoyed the excess of his countrymen who could blame him?

“I am charged by the king to bring your brother in,” he said, effectively silencing whatever she was about to say next and disabusing her of the notion that he was merely doing this for the blunt it would bring him.

“It matters not why. You used me.”

“Yes, I used you.” No reason to prevaricate. She’d heard what she heard and it had been no lie.

She looked at him with those big, luminous eyes full of hurt and he forced himself to harden his heart against her. The fact remained that Grant needed to be captured and Mairi’s feelings could not be taken into account. He’d been a fool the past few days, mooning after her like a lovesick fool, but no more.

“I despise you,” she said.

He lifted an eyebrow, refusing to acknowledge how much her words slayed him. “I’m a pirate, Mairi mine, what did you expect?”


Chapter Sixteen

“We’re leaving.”

Mairi looked up at Phin as he strode through the door.

“Where are we going?” she asked with little emotion.

He was so weary of her apathy.

“Bedford Square.”

She turned back to the window that she’d been staring out of for hours. In the vain hope that her brother would somehow climb through as he did the last time?

“Best wishes on a safe journey, then.”

“You’re coming with me,” he said.

She put her chin in her hand. “I’m not.”

“You’ll not win this fight, Mairi mine.”

“Don’t call me that.”

“I’ll call you as I please and you will go where I tell you.”

“I believe, sir, that you have this all wrong. I’m paying you to find my brother and you have not fulfilled your end of the agreement. It seems you have no inclination to fulfill your end of the agreement, as you have admitted you were using me to flush out Grant.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Surely you don’t want to broach the subject of our agreement, do you? Because, Mairi mine, you haven’t paid me anything as of yet.”

A fierce blush crept up her cheeks yet she looked at him with an implacable expression. “And I won’t. I declare our agreement void.”

He grinned. He enjoyed this repartee immensely and was pleased that he had shaken her out of her lethargy. “Oh, you do, do you? And why is that?”

“Because you care nothing for me or my people or what Grant represents to us,” she cried as she stood to face him. “You have no wish to bring my brother to me. You want to hand him over to your king.”

“Your brother is a traitor,” Phin said softly.

“You don’t know him. You know nothing about us.”

He noticed she didn’t deny his traitor accusation. “He didn’t fight against the English?”

“Of course he did. Our very way of life was threatened and he fought against our oppressors as you would if the situation were reversed.”

“A very noble man, your brother.” His words dripped sarcasm.

“He is noble in his heart.”

“A noble man would not side with England’s enemy and blatantly partake in a plan to bring England down.”

“Turning him in will do nothing for your country,” she said softly. “Allowing me to take him home will save so many people.”

“He has to be brought to justice.”

* * *

Mairi made sure to voice her displeasure at their impromptu trip without uttering a word. Her silence hung inside the carriage like a thick storm cloud.

Phin didn’t bother trying to converse with her.

A trip to Bedford Square certainly wasn’t on his list of things to do, but something had to be done about their living arrangement. He had assumed that they would be in London a short time—a few days at most—but that hadn’t happened. Living so close to her, cooped up in that small room for hours on end was wearing on him. He hadn’t slept well since anchoring the Wanderer in the Thames.

Lying on that cold floor, listening to her breathe, roll over, sigh, was torture. Thoughts of closed-in carriages, of the wonderfully erotic kiss they’d shared, left him uncomfortably aroused most of the night to the point that his hand had hovered over his erection too many times to count. But he hadn’t relieved himself and that had caused even more problems.

He needed to get Mairi out of the Coxswain and to a place much more suitable. A place where they each had their own bedchambers far from each other.

He’d never brought a woman to his house before. Most of his men didn’t even know where he lived. His visits were sporadic and usually secret. But in this he had to make an exception. For his own sanity if nothing else.

Bedford Square was still in London but leagues from the squalor of the Coxswain though not quite near the opulence of St. James, where Sebastian lived. It was a place of the in-between. Where rich, but not titled, merchants lived. Where intellectuals and well-known artists lived. His house certainly wasn’t as grand as Sebastian’s but was comfortable enough and much better than the Coxswain.

He’d sent his men ahead to ensure the place was well protected. If Grant followed them, Phin would know it.

* * *

As the carriage passed out of the dock area, Mairi wanted to ask Phin where they were going, but she pressed her lips together because she had no wish to converse with him. It seemed that no matter how their conversations began, they ended up in a disagreement and she had no wish to clash verbal swords with him at the moment.

As she watched the scenery roll by and the houses go from fetid tenements to grand mansions, to smaller but still impressive town houses, she nursed an unexpected pang of homesickness. She was so weary of things being packed so tightly together. Of humanity living one on top of another.

The carriage slowed and stopped before a newer-looking town house.

It was a charming redbrick, two-story home with red and white potted flowers leading up the steps to a white front door. The door opened and an older man stepped out. Behind him came a woman, her gray hair pulled into a high bun, her skirts homespun.

Phin climbed out of the carriage and turned to help her down.

“Mairi McFadden, meet Mrs. Martha Horton and her husband, Joseph Horton.” He nodded to the man who was dragging their baggage off the carriage. Joseph Horton grunted an acknowledgment.

Mrs. Horton looked her up and down, her expression serene, but Mairi felt certain that she wasn’t so keen on their sudden appearance.

“I’ll prepare the red room,” she said abruptly.

“The peach, if you please, Mrs. Horton.”

Mairi jerked her gaze to Phin, astounded that he would even care or know the difference between the rooms in this house.

“My apologies, Mairi mine, but I have some business to take care of. You’ll be in the capable hands of Mrs. Horton who will show you to your room.”

She wanted to ask a hundred questions, but Phin disappeared around the side of the town house. Mairi looked at her surroundings. Across the street was a park where people strolled. On the other side of the park were more town houses and down the way appeared to be a small shopping district. It was quaint, quiet and leagues from the Coxswain. It was also leagues from where Grant and his men were seen. If Phin wanted to capture Grant, why would he take her away from her brother?

She followed Mrs. Horton’s rigid back into the house. She barely had time to admire the tall windows that looked over the park or the brightly painted interior, which was furnished with exquisite pieces of furniture. She wasn’t up on the latest furniture makers, but she knew enough to know that the pieces in this house were quite expensive and well taken care of. Again, another side of Phin of which she hadn’t been aware.

Once in the peach room she was left in the hands of a very young maid named Rebecca who opened the heavy peach and cream curtains, letting the sunlight in and highlighting the dust motes that danced about the room.

“I apologize that the room has’na been aired,” Rebecca said as she swatted at the motes in front of her nose. “We was’na expectin’ you, you see.”

Mairi smiled thinly, embarrassed and nonplussed that Phin had not announced their arrival earlier than pulling up to the front door.

“Do you know ’ow long you’ll be stayin’, ma’am?”

“I’m afraid that would be something you would have to ask Mr. Lockwood.”

Rebecca blinked as if that was not at all the answer she’d been expecting, then curtsied. “I’ll bring ye a tray of food just as soon as Cook prepares it.”

Left to her own devices Mairi took in the large bedroom done up in, yes, peach, with heavy white and gold-leafed furniture. It was a woman’s room, to be sure. Very sumptuous and elegant. Whose room was it? Well, no one’s, if Rebecca was to be believed, because it hadn’t been aired out in ages.

Where exactly were they? Whose home was this? Who were the Hortons? And how was Phin connected to all of this?

Drawn to the high windows that let in the slanting evening sun, Mairi peered out. It was a magnificent view of the back garden. Flowers, identical to the ones on the front steps, dotted the green landscape and lined the paths. It was a surprise and a delight to view something so beautiful and green among the smog and debris of London. What a beautiful, serene garden. An island of calm amid the chaos of the city.

Her wandering gaze fell upon a woman lying on a lounge chair on the patio right below Mairi’s window. She was thin, but Mairi could tell she would be tall as well. A blond braid draped over her shoulder and as Mairi studied her, Phin appeared to kneel before her.

The woman gave a start then smiled widely, holding her hand out to Phin, who took it and kissed her fingers. He said something and she laughed.

As if the scene weren’t already shocking enough, a small child, no more than three years of age ran into Mairi’s line of sight. Phin watched the child, a little girl with nearly white blond hair, as she ran around on the grass chasing what looked like a butterfly. Nearby a maid hovered, watching the girl carefully. The woman on the lounge chair watched as well but not with the smile Phin did. She kept sneaking looks at Phin and she never removed her hand from his, as if she were clinging to him.

Feeling like a voyeur, Mairi stepped back and sat on the edge of the bed, more perplexed than ever and feeling as if she’d witnessed something she should not have.

Who was that woman?

Phin’s wife?

And if so, was that his daughter as well?


Chapter Seventeen

The next morning Mairi awoke to light shining through the crack in the curtains and a tray of hot chocolate and crisp toast waiting for her.

She pushed the bedsheets off and stood, stretching her sore muscles.

Munching on the toast, she moved to the window and drew back the curtains. She half expected to see the lounging woman, but of course the woman wasn’t there. Who was she and who was the little girl? Since she’d seen no one but Rebecca she had no answers. Did she want answers? Did she want to become even more enmeshed in these people’s lives?

She brushed the crumbs from her hands, frustrated that she was here instead of looking for her brother. That she was intrigued by the people here when she should be thinking of the people waiting for her back home.

After a light knock on the door Rebecca entered and curtsied. “I’m here to help you dress, miss.”

“Dress?” Mairi had the gown she’d brought from Scotland that she wore yesterday. She’d made a decent attempt at cleaning it and mending it so it looked halfway presentable. She had Ezra’s clothes, which would be entirely unacceptable to wear here, and the three gowns Gabrielle had loaned her, all of which were too formal for day wear.

“Master Lockwood has instructed me t’bring ye a gown. It will take a few alterations to fit ye properly, of course, but I think it will do nicely.”

For the first time Mairi noticed the white, flower-sprigged gown draped over a chair. With it were all the accouterments—the shift, stays and petticoat.

“Oh. Of course.” She made it sound like she and Phin had already discussed this because she wasn’t willing to admit how confused and out of place she felt at the moment.

She allowed Rebecca to dress her and apply a needle to shorten the hem and bring in the waist so by the time she was finished the dress fit perfectly. Mairi wasn’t used to being waited on. Before the uprising she’d enjoyed her life as the daughter of a laird. She’d had her own maid who helped her dress in beautiful gowns. But things had changed. The uprising had occurred. There were no more maids and certainly no beautiful gowns.

Rebecca left without indicating if Mairi should go downstairs or stay in her room. She’d already eaten breakfast so she assumed there would be no breakfast served in the dining room. And she felt like a prisoner in this room even though she was never once told that. With determination she stepped out into the hall. There was no one to stop her, no guard on her door as there had been at the Coxswain. Even so, she looked up and down the hallway before determining her course of action. Now that she was actually out of her room she wasn’t quite sure what to do with herself.

Find Phin?

Or escape?

She paused in thought. And where would she go? Back to the Coxswain? To Grant? Like Phin, she had no idea where Grant was and she was reluctant to find him without the information he required. Deep inside she feared this man her brother had become. What would he do to her if she didn’t give him what he wanted? The worst he could do was not return to Scotland, which he’d already threatened if she didn’t give him the information.

Mairi headed toward the stairs but was stopped by the patter of tiny feet behind her. She swung around to find the child she’d witnessed the night before. She was a tiny thing, no more than three years of age with bright, almost white hair pulled back. Or it had been pulled back. Now half of it was falling out. The ribbon that probably had at some point been tied into a pretty bow was hanging over one eye. She came to a halt in front of Mairi and peered up at her with the prettiest gray eyes.

Gray eyes.

Blond hair.

It didn’t take much deduction to realize that this child was Phin’s.

Something painful twisted in Mairi’s stomach. Oh, stop being a numpty, Mairi. Phin probably has children scattered throughout the kingdom. It makes no difference to you or your plans.

“Good morning,” she said to the little urchin.

The child blinked. A maid rounded the corner looking flustered and irritated. “There you are, you little minx.” The maid’s eyes widened when she spotted Mairi. “My apologies, miss. I hope she wasn’t bothering you.”

“Not at all. How can someone so charming be a bother?”

It sounded as if the maid snorted, but if she did, she covered it well by bending down and picking up the little girl. “This one’s a charmer all right,” she said, jiggling the girl until she giggled. She looked at Mairi again with a frankness that was surprising coming from one so young. Of the children Mairi knew, most were shy around strangers, but not this one.

The maid carried the child off, whispering in her ear and making the little girl smile. Mairi stood there for quite some time staring down the empty hallway with a peculiar emptiness inside her.

Eventually she found her way downstairs. Mrs. Horton was in the entryway dusting. Ezra was slouched on a bench, picking his fingernails with the tip of a very sharp-looking knife. He clambered to his feet when he saw Mairi.

“M’lady.”

“Ezra. What are you doing here?”

Ezra shot a quick look at Mrs. Horton, but she continued dusting. “Cap’n asked me to stay. In case you needed to go out or something.”

“Ah. So you’re to be my escort or my guard?”

His brows furrowed. “M’lady?”

“Never mind. I’ll not be going anywhere today so you may rest easy.”

“Yes, m’lady.” He lowered himself to the bench and resumed picking at his fingernails.

Frustrated and disgruntled, Mairi made her way to the back of the house. So apparently she was a prisoner here as well as at the Coxswain. At the Coxswain she could understand why she had a guard. It wasn’t the safest establishment. But here? True, danger came from unexpected places, but she wasn’t certain she needed a guard here.

Mayhap the guard wasn’t for her, but rather to catch her brother should he come for her. That made much more sense.

She stepped outside and into the back garden. It was just as beautiful from this level as it had been from her bedroom window. There was no mystery woman, just a few birds chirping in the trees.

She looked up at the high walls surrounding the garden, at the tall trees, at the pretty white and red flowers. It was all so beautiful, but a prison was a prison. How was Grant supposed to find her here? And how was she supposed to find the information he needed if she constantly had a guard on her?

Although with that last thought she felt a wee bit of relief. If she had a constant companion in the form of Ezra then she would not be able to snoop for Grant. Surely he couldn’t blame her if she couldn’t find the information he needed.

She looked over her shoulder to see Ezra standing at the window watching her. No, Grant couldn’t be angry with her for something that was out of her control.

The terrace doors opened and Phin stepped out to stand beside her.

“I know you have your own intentions when it comes to Grant yet I can’t understand how keeping me imprisoned in this home will help you find my brother.”

“Why do you believe you’re imprisoned?” He sounded surprised.

She waved her hand toward Ezra, who was no longer standing at the window. “I have a guard.”

“For your safety.”

She snorted and turned to face him. “Let’s be honest with each other, Captain. Ezra is here in case Grant comes looking for me.”

He tipped his head but didn’t verbally acknowledge her statement. “You’re free to come and go.”

“So you’re saying that if I walk out that front door no one will follow me?”

“No. If you walk out that front door Ezra will follow you to make certain you are safe.”

She rolled her eyes. “Are you afraid I will run away to Grant?”

“Do you know where Grant is?”

“No. Do you?”

“Nay.”

“I can’t let you capture him, Captain.”

“And I can’t let you take him back to Scotland.”

“I’m running out of time.” She couldn’t stop the tremble in her voice. Phin caught it, too, and his gaze sharpened. The breeze kicked up. What had once been cool was now chilled and she shivered.

“What do you mean you’re running out of time?”

She didn’t want to tell him about MacGowan because it humiliated her that the only man who wanted her did so only so he could steal her land. It was enough that Phin knew she needed Grant to keep the land functioning.

“What do you mean, Mairi?”

“I promised my people that I would find their laird. I have limited funds and resources to do such a thing and I need to return before the first snowfall.” She didn’t want to think how little food they had. Not nearly enough to get them through the winter. “I need to get home and I need to get home with Grant.”

“What if he doesn’t come home with you?”

“He will.”

“But what if he doesn’t? What will happen to you and your kinsmen?”

She began walking, too anxious to stand still. “Do you really want to know?”

“I do.” Phin walked with her, his hands clasped behind his back.

“If I don’t bring Grant home with me then there will be no one to take charge of our land and I will be forced to marry Bruce MacGowan.” Even saying the words made her stomach clench in dread and fear.

“This MacGowan, do you want to marry him?” Phin asked.

“Wants and needs are two different things, Captain. If Grant doesn’t come home, then I will need to marry him. He threatens to take our land, level our home. My only hope is to agree to marry him and hope he will allow the women to remain. I’m all they have now.”

“How will you convince him to allow the women to stay?” His voice was tight, almost too controlled. His jaw was rigid.

She lifted her hands in defeat. “I know not. I have nothing but the fact that he is in dire need of an heir. And he desperately wants our land.”

“So you will give up everything and bear his children on the slim hope that he will provide some sort of home for these women?”

“Not a home. A home is where a family and laughter lives. They have no family and it’s been a long while since there was laughter. I’m referring to shelter and food and maybe even a bit of clothing.”

“You will give up your freedom for that?”

She paused but in her heart she knew she would. One only had to look into their eyes and witness the pain, the desperation, the hopelessness and the terror that they had nowhere else to go. To turn her back on them would be heartless. “Yes. I will.”

Silence followed them for several steps.

“Is this MacGowan a decent man?” Phin asked after a bit.

Mairi chose her words carefully, understanding that she was possibly speaking of her future husband. “He has a fine keep that has all the latest improvements.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“The best you can say about him is that he has a fine keep? Will he treat you well? Is he kind?”

“Does it matter? If I don’t convince Grant to return with me, MacGowan will take our land if I agree to marry him or not. My hope is that by agreeing he will be amenable to certain conditions.”

“Housing the women and children in return for an heir.”

“Yes.”

He tilted his head and studied her. “But what about you?”

She waved her hand in the air and smiled even though she felt her insides shriveling. “I’ll live in his fine house and once again have fine gowns and eat rich food.” And mayhap have a child of her own to love.


Chapter Eighteen

The terrace door banged open. Mairi and Phin spun around as a whirlwind of pale blue skirts and blond hair catapulted toward them. The little girl Mairi had met in the hallway earlier threw herself at Phin, who caught her and picked her up.

“Papa!” She patted his face.

A nursemaid came scurrying out, her expression horrified, “My apologies, sir. I told her she must wait until you were finished speaking to the lady.”

Phin smiled at the girl in his arms while Mairi looked on in horror. Of course she’d speculated that the little girl was his, but to be confronted with it in such a way was shocking and … well, disappointing.

“It’s quite all right, Carrie,” Phin said to the nursemaid.

Carrie hovered at the door and Mairi could see the nursemaid was uncertain as to whether she should take the girl or leave. Phin bent his head to the child’s and talked to her softly as she daintily plucked at his artfully arranged cravat, pulling it apart little by little. When together like that Mairi couldn’t tell the difference between their hair, it was so closely matched.

Eventually Carrie slipped back inside and closed the door behind her. Mairi wished with all her heart that she could disappear as well, but she remained where she was, frozen, as she watched father and daughter together.

The child picked a bit more at Phin’s cravat, completely unraveling the intricate design. Phin chuckled and raised his head. Their gazes locked and Mairi was unable to look away, caught, ensnared with a thousand questions tripping over her tongue.

“Annabelle,” he dipped his head to the little girl again. “I would like you to meet Miss McFadden. She is our houseguest for a little while.”

Annabelle—and what a pretty name that was, so fitting for the little imp—looked at her with wide gray eyes.

“Annabelle and I have met,” Mairi heard herself say. She felt as if she were disconnected from her body and that a different person was speaking.

Phin looked at her in surprise. “You have?”

“In the hallway this morning. It seems she escaped from her nursemaid.”

“She has a habit of doing that.” He smiled down on the child with pride.

Mairi smiled, but her lips quivered. She backed toward the terrace doors, longing for escape. “I’ll leave the two of you to visit. I’ll—” Escape, was what she wanted to say. Instead she waved her hand toward the door and fled.

* * *

She told herself that it didn’t matter. If Phin had a daughter, she didn’t care.

There were many men who had daughters. She daresay there were many pirates who had daughters as well.

Was there a wife? Was it the woman she’d seen from her window?

She stood at the window of her bedchamber, but the beautiful gardens were empty.

She’d let herself get too close. She let herself care for the man. It was in her nature, she supposed. After all, she took in abandoned women and babies and let their problems become hers. Hence the reason she was in England in the first place.

She closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. Yes, she’d begun to care for Phin in ways that were neither healthy nor desirable. For a wee bit she’d imagined he was all hers. They’d spent so much time together alone that it wasn’t surprising her thoughts went in that direction.

The appearance of Annabelle was a good thing. It reminded Mairi of what was more important.

So she had to make the best of the situation, which meant she had to be firm with herself. No more thinking of Phin in inappropriate ways. Of course there was the matter of their agreement, but in her estimation the agreement was void since Phin had had no intention of helping her find Grant. At least not in the way she had supposed.

Movement on the terrace below snagged her attention. The blond woman walked out and lowered herself into a chair. Determined to get some answers, Mairi hurried out of her room.

Ezra scrambled to his feet, alarmed when he saw her rushing down the steps. She waved him away. “No worries, Ezra, just going out to the back gardens.”

He stared after her as she hurried by.

The woman was still there when Mairi slowed her steps enough to look at her closely. She was tall and slim and wore a tailored gown of deep maroon.

She didn’t move when Mairi stepped onto the terrace so she made her way around her and sat beside her. The woman started, as if she had been in deep thought.

Mairi smiled. “Good morning.”

The woman folded her hands in front of her and stared at Mairi. She blinked a few times and Mairi’s smile faltered.

“My name is Mairi McFadden.”

The woman’s eyes darted around, as if she were panicked. And then her gaze caught on something and she smiled. Mairi turned around to find Phin standing behind them. His expression was inscrutable, not angry but not pleased, either.

Mairi looked at the woman, who was frowning up at Phin.

He moved his hands in a few quick gestures. The woman looked at Mairi.

“Would you like to introduce us?” Mairi asked politely, while her insides churned with anger. If he didn’t want her meeting certain members of his family then he bloody well should have kept her in London.

“This is Susan,” he said.

Mairi smiled at her, waiting for him to tell Susan who she was, but he didn’t, and Susan stared at her warily as she inched toward Phin. She reached for his hand and he took it, squeezing it affectionately.

“I am Mairi,” she finally said, shooting Phin a disgusted look.

“She can’t hear you,” he said. “She’s deaf.”

For long moments Susan and Mairi stared at each other. For once Mairi didn’t know what to say. She’d never met anyone who couldn’t hear. There had been a boy in the Ferguson clan who’d been born deaf, but she’d never encountered him, just heard stories of him.

“Welcome to my home,” Susan said. The words were monotone and a bit loud, but surprisingly discernible.

My home. And Phin had called this his home as well. There you go, Mairi. You have your answer. Even though she’d suspected it, she was still shocked and disappointed to hear it.

Susan smiled. She was a handsome woman. Not beautiful, or pretty exactly, but handsome, with her chiseled cheekbones and elegant brow and blond hair pulled back in a bun.

“I can speak.” Her hand fluttered around her ear. “But I can’t hear.” She touched her lips and pointed to Mairi. “I can read your lips.”

Mairi had never heard of such a thing as reading lips. What exactly did that mean? Susan stared at her mouth and Mairi took that as an invitation to say something.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

Susan smiled and nodded. “We don’t get many visitors.”

Phin stepped forward and touched Susan’s shoulder. She looked up at him. “You may leave us now.”

Amused, Mairi watched his reaction play across his face. It was obvious he did not want the two of them together, and it was just as obvious that he was reluctant to disobey Susan.

He bowed slightly. “Very well. Fetch me if you need me.” He shot Mairi a veiled, searching look before he went inside.

Susan turned back to Mairi with a smile. “He hovers,” she said, causing Mairi to chuckle.

She didn’t know who this woman was to Phin, although she had her suspicions, but she did know that she liked her already.

“So what brings you here?” Susan asked.

“Phin, uh, Mr. Lockwood brought me.” Mairi had yet to figure out exactly why Phin brought her here instead of keeping her at the Coxswain. Especially when his wife was in residence.

“Is he treating you well?”

“Of course.” And he was. He was clothing her and feeding her. That was something.

Susan peered into her eyes as if searching for the truth. “I know Phin. He can be …” Her hands fluttered about. “Impetuous.”

Such an odd conversation to be having with the man’s wife.

“I don’t know about impetuous, but he’s … interesting.”

Susan smiled broadly and it transformed her face into something beautiful. “Interesting is good, too. Tell me how you know Phin.”

Mairi made a choking sound and was glad that Susan couldn’t hear it. She could never tell this woman that she’d boarded Phin’s ship and took him at gunpoint. Oh, how naïve she’d been that day to think her little pistol would frighten the likes of the fierce pirate.

“We met in Scotland,” she said, settling for the partial truth.

Susan looked surprised. “Phin was in Scotland?”

Mairi hesitated, not knowing how much Phin told this woman of his life. If she were his wife, wouldn’t she know where her husband was? Not necessarily. “Yes.”

“What was he doing in Scotland?”

“I have no idea.” She’d never asked and neither did she care. The fact that he was there had been a boon to her. Or so she thought at the time. It seemed too coincidental that Phin was right where she needed him to be at the exact moment she needed him. Had it all been prearranged? Had James been involved as well? No. She couldn’t believe that.

“And how long will you be staying?” Susan asked in her particular way of speaking. Now that they’d been conversing for a bit Mairi wasn’t as surprised at the monotone way Susan spoke.

“I don’t know. Until Phin finishes his business. He has offered to help me find my brother.”

Susan nodded, looking thoughtful. “Phin has a large heart.”

Mairi wasn’t so sure. She feared that, as much time as she’d spent with Phin, she knew next to nothing about him. And the longer she spent with him the more questions she had.

Susan touched her knee, drawing Mairi’s gaze to hers. “I’m glad you are here. It gets lonely. I’ve never been into town.”

“You’ve never been into London?” Of course Mairi hadn’t either until recently but she lived farther away from the city than Susan. She would have thought Susan would have at least ventured the few miles into the heart of the city. Or that Phin would have taken her.

“Tell me about it.” Susan leaned forward and stared intently at Mairi’s lips.

“It smells and it’s noisy. Oh.” Embarrassed because she’d almost forgotten that Susan couldn’t hear, she could feel her face heat. “My apologies.”

Susan patted her knee. She could tell already that Susan was a toucher, one of those people who liked human contact. “Do not worry. I could hear once so I can imagine what you mean. Go on.”

The woman seemed hungry for any news, anything that would brighten her world. What was wrong with Phin, not letting her out of the boundaries of his land? London wasn’t the prettiest place in the world but it possessed a sort of energy that Mairi had never experienced before. Bedford Square, though such a short distance from London, was very different from the actual city.

“There are people everywhere and most of them are frightening.”

Susan laughed. It didn’t sound like a hearing person’s laugh. It was louder and monotone but it made Mairi smile just the same.

“I saw an opera.”

“Oh!” Susan clapped her hands together. “Tell me. Were there women in ball gowns? And men in formal attire?”

“Yes. They were magnificent. And the jewels! I’ve never seen so many in one place. Actually, I’ve never seen any like that.”

“Was the opera good?”

“It was in Italian so I didn’t understand much of it but the audience seemed to like it.” Truth was, Mairi hadn’t paid much attention to the opera. She’d still been shocked over the revelation that Phin was using her to get to Grant. She’d been trying so hard to figure out what to do with the information that the opera had simply been noise in the background.

“And where do you live?” Susan asked.

“Scotland.”

A cloud passed over Susan’s face. “Did your family suffer during the uprising?”

Mairi’s heart clenched and a familiar pain swept through her. She nodded and looked away. Susan patted Mairi’s knee and when Mairi looked up, Susan was watching her with sympathy.

“What about you?” Mairi asked. “What do you do for fun?”

Susan turned her face to the side and stared out at the garden. Was she looking at her boundaries? At a gilded cage where she could walk no farther than the high walls? She placed her chin on her fingers and seemed to think deeply about the question. After a moment she shrugged. “There is not much to do around here. I get lonely.”

Mairi was raised in a clan. Her entire life she’d been surrounded by people. Rarely did she get a moment alone, and there were some times when she yearned for just that. Susan led an entirely different life and Mairi wasn’t sure it was a life she would want.

Why did Phin keep this vibrant woman here? It was so obvious that she hungered for something more.

The object of her thoughts appeared from inside the house.

Since Susan was facing in that direction she saw Phin first and smiled at him, holding out her hand for him to take. Immediately he went to Susan’s side and helped her stand.

Mairi stood as well, smoothing her skirts, suddenly uncomfortable. Susan’s face lit up when Phin was near and Phin got a light in his eye when he saw Susan. Mairi felt like an outsider, and despite the firm lecture to herself to keep her distance, she also felt desolate.

It wasn’t so much that Phin and Susan were devoted to each other but that Mairi wanted someone in her life who looked at her with tenderness and care, as Phin cared for Susan. All she had was MacGowan, who she was certain would never look at her as anything but the woman who gave over her land to him and possibly served as a brood mare for his children.

“I’m glad you brought Mairi here,” Susan said to him.

Phin shot Mairi a wary glance.

“I should be going.” Mairi waved her hand toward the house.

“Don’t go,” Phin said urgently, quietly.

Susan was watching them, her brows furrowed and her gaze jumping from Phin’s lips to Mairi’s.

What was this game he was playing?

Susan touched Mairi’s hand. “I think I’ll rest for a bit. Will you be down for dinner?”

Mairi shot Phin a questioning glance. Would she be down for dinner? So far she’d not eaten in the dining room. But Phin’s expression gave her no answer and Susan’s expression was so hopeful that Mairi didn’t have the heart to tell her no.

“Of course.”

Susan smiled in delight. “I will leave you and Phin alone, then.”

She disappeared into the house and for a moment Mairi and Phin looked at the closed door before Phin cleared his throat.

“She’s lovely,” Mairi said.

“Thank you for entertaining her. She gets few visitors.”

“I was hardly entertaining, and besides, I think we’re both a wee bit desperate for companionship.” If there was censure to her words, she couldn’t help it.

Phin looked at her sharply, no doubt hearing the censure.

“I hope you don’t mind that I’ll be joining you for dinner.”

“Not at all.” But the words weren’t as convincing as Mairi would have liked. Was he embarrassed she was here? Did he not want she and Susan to converse?

“Will you walk with me a bit?” he asked.

“I don’t—”

“Please.”

She sighed, defenseless against his plea, and even though her head told her not to, she said, “For a bit.”

Phin placed his hand on the small of her back and directed her onto the path that led deep into the garden. His touch made her shiver inside. The warmth of his fingers reminded her of things they had done that they shouldn’t have. He pulled his hands away and tucked them behind his back while he looked at the ground as he walked. She’d seen him in that pose on the Wanderer. Whatever he was thinking, they appeared to be serious thoughts.

“You should take Susan to London,” she said.

“Mmm” was his only response.

Suddenly Mairi stopped, weary of whatever game Phin seemed to be playing. He walked a few paces before he realized she wasn’t beside him. He stopped and turned back to her.

“Who is Susan to you?”

He hesitated.

“No fabrications. No prevarication. I want the honest truth, Captain.”

Still he hesitated, looking at her with an expression she couldn’t decipher.

Finally he sighed. “She’s my sister.”


Chapter Nineteen

Seeing his two lives clash made Phin uneasy. It was his fault that he’d brought Mairi here and if he’d thought he could keep her and Susan apart then it had been a ridiculous though the had been a fool. He’d assumed they would meet, but he hadn’t expected his reaction to their meeting.

He owed Mairi an explanation, but he didn’t know how to explain Susan.

“Sister?” she whispered. “You’re siblings?”

He frowned, confused by her reaction. “Who did you think she was?”

Mairi looked away, her face turning a violent shade of red.

“Mairi?”

“But Annabelle … is your daughter.”

He reached for her, but she shied from him. “Mairi, Annabelle isn’t my daughter.”

“You told me she was. I don’t know what to believe.”

He drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“To the outside world I am Annabelle’s father.” The words came unbidden and without thought. He’d never actually said this to anyone and yet it felt right that Mairi was the first to hear the truth from him. For so long he’d lived this lie. He needed someone to know the real story. Someone other than the Hortons and Susan.

“We didn’t always live on Bedford Square,” he said, letting the memories flow, warmed by some of them, chilled by others. “We used to live in a much larger home in Stratford. About four years ago, when we lived in Stratford, Susan was walking to our neighbor’s house. She was alone. Normally she didn’t go anywhere alone, but no one could go with her that day. Her maid was sick. Mr. Horton had gone into town. Susan thought it was safe enough to walk the short distance.”

He paused, finding it difficult to breathe as the memories overtook him. And the guilt. The guilt was unbearable, something he lived with daily. His anger returned as it always did when he thought of that time. He wanted to hit something but settled for curling his fingers into fists.

“When she didn’t arrive home that evening Mrs. Horton sent Mr. Horton over to our neighbors to fetch her. He found her alongside the road. She had been beaten, raped, then left for dead.”

Mairi jerked. Her eyes widened. He was fully aware of how much their stories resembled each other. Aileen and Susan. Both raped and beaten. Aileen’s assault had ended in death, Susan’s in banishment and an unwanted pregnancy. Mairi blinked back her tears and swallowed.

Phin took a labored breath. It felt as if a boulder was sitting upon his chest. “I was sailing through the Mediterranean at the time. It took many months for Mrs. Horton’s letter to reach me, and many more months for me to sail back. By the time I returned home Susan was heavy with child.” His voice cracked and he cleared his throat.

“With Annabelle?” she asked.

He glanced at her but his gaze slid away as he nodded. “The bastard that attacked her had hit her over the head so severely she was unconscious for several days and when she awoke she was deaf.”

“Oh, Phin.” She touched his arm. Even through the layers of clothing his skin burned. He covered her hand with his and squeezed, grateful for the contact. He should stop his story now, before it got too dark, but once the story was started he found it oddly difficult to stop.

“Mr. Horton made inquiries and discovered the name of the bastard who’d …” He shook his head, cleared his throat again, and blinked because suddenly his vision was blurred. “One of the first things I did when I returned home was find him.”

She turned her hand around and wove her fingers through his. “And you told everyone that Annabelle was your daughter?”

He was grateful that she didn’t ask the real question. Did he kill the bastard? Yes, he had and he wished a thousand times that he could do it again and again and again.

“We wanted to preserve what was left of her reputation. We told everyone she was on holiday at the coast. She had Annabelle in June. They left her with a wet nurse and a few months later I brought Annabelle home, claiming her as my own. It was the least I could do.”

“The least you could do?”

Phin shrugged. “My father’s lifelong dream was to become landed gentry. He was very, very close to achieving his dream but he and I looked at the world in different ways. He was … driven. And strict. We didn’t get along. As soon as I could I ran away to the sea and took up piracy. Obviously a son who was a pirate was not looked upon kindly and it ruined any chance he had of rising in the world. He died without his title. My mother followed two years later, ashamed and angry at me.”

“I don’t understand what that has to do with claiming Annabelle as yours.”

“I ruined the family’s chance of rising in society. I wasn’t about to let Susan be ruined because of this. I took her away from Stratford and moved her here, where no one knew her or her circumstances.”

“And you kept her from society.”

There was censure in her tone, but she didn’t understand, didn’t know what it was like to have people whisper about you behind your back.

“Do you believe it’s your fault this happened to Susan? Because you weren’t there to protect her?”

“If I hadn’t run away and become a pirate then my father would have had his title and they would have moved to London sooner.” He turned away from her, but she stepped around to face him.

“It’s not your fault, Phin. It’s not Susan’s fault. It’s the fault of the miscreant who happened upon your sister.”

“No.”

“Yes, Phin. Yes, it is.”

“If I had not acted out against my father, if I had fallen in line with his plans, things would have been different.” He pounded his fist in the air, his teeth clenched against the onslaught of emotions battering him.

“Phin—”

“I’m the head of the family now, Mairi. It’s up to me to protect them.”

“It could just as easily have happened if you were there.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

“You can’t blame yourself.”

“She’s my sister. My responsibility after my parents’ death.”

Mairi jerked back, his words chilling as unbidden thoughts whispered in her mind. Would Grant feel the same? Did Grant blame himself for what’d happened to their people? Would he feel the guilt as Phin felt if something happened to her?

She tried to absorb her revelation and bury the pain her questions caused, because in her heart she feared he wouldn’t. He was too blinded by his mission—his cause—to think of her as anything but a way to infiltrate his enemy and gain information. Phin took the responsibility of his family so seriously and her brother did not.

Despite the fact that he was English and her enemy and wanted to toss Grant into prison, he was a much better man than her brother. And there she went, opening her heart to the man again.

“Annabelle is a constant reminder to Susan of what happened and how much her life has changed,” he said. “Not only because of the hearing loss. Before the … incident … Susan was engaged to marry a man the next town over—a barrister who was on his way to becoming very successful. Of course he called it off.”

Mairi’s heart hurt for her newfound friend. Poor Susan. Everything taken from her and none of it her fault. Just like Aileen. Just like her. How very strange that their lives were so much alike and yet they were enemies.

“Obviously her hearing loss has had an impact on her social life,” he said. “It’s difficult for her to visit friends because following multiple conversations is nearly impossible. She really does not want to go out in society. She’s happy here.”

“Is she? Or is that what you decided on your own?”

He shot her a dark look. “You know nothing of us, Mairi mine.”

“I know more than you think. She’s lonely.”

“Then I’ll hire her a companion.”

Mairi shook her head but she was beginning to understand Phin Lockwood more than he understood himself. “It will take more than a companion, Phin.”

He appeared confused and angry so she changed the subject, knowing it would take more than one conversation to change his mind.

“So you returned to pirating?” she asked.

“We needed the money. Living here, even if it’s not St. James, is expensive.”

She saw the furniture, saw the clothing that Susan wore, and ate the food that was served to her. Everything was of the highest quality. She could well imagine it cost a goodly sum, but she also had a feeling that Phin could easily afford it.

“Did it work?” she asked.

He looked at her blankly. “Did what work?”

“Did running away to become a pirate ease your guilt, make you forget?”

His face tightened in anger, but his anger didn’t frighten her. “You know not what you speak of.”

“Grant did the same thing. He ran away after Da’s death and continued to run after Aileen’s death. I don’t think it helped him and I don’t think it helped you. You didn’t keep pirating for the money because you have plenty of it. You continued because you feared facing your sister. And your guilt.”

With a stony expression he pointed a finger at her. “That is enough.”

They stared at each other for the longest time and in the end they had come to an impasse. Phin would never believe that what happened to Susan was not his fault. He would carry around his guilt like a battle wound.

And she feared Grant would do the same.

* * *

The next morning Mairi was informed by Mrs. Horton that Phin would be in meetings all day. Susan was nowhere to be found. As it was drizzling outside and the weather was not fit to go out in, Mairi found herself in the library, halfheartedly perusing the many shelves of books, when she heard the excited chatter of Annabelle. She was pleased when the little girl burst through the door and barreled into the room.

She stopped short when she spied Mairi.

“Good morning,” Mairi said, smiling down on the little girl.

The frazzled nursemaid hurried in. “Oh, miss, I apologize. We didn’t know anyone was in here and she got away from me. Again.” She shot Annabelle a stern look.

“That’s quite all right. Please don’t leave on my account. I confess I’m a wee bit lonely right now.”

The nursemaid, Carrie, looked unconvinced and a little worried. “Well, if you’re certain.”

“Absolutely.” She sat on the nearest chair. “And what were your plans today?” she asked Annabelle.

“We were going to look at some picture books,” Carrie said.

Mairi clapped her hands together. “Splendid. May I join you?”

For a moment Carrie looked alarmed, then nodded reluctantly. “Of course, miss.”

It took reading a few books before Annabelle was comfortable enough with Mairi to climb in her lap with a book in her hand. She wasn’t satisfied until Mairi opened the book and read it to her.

Mairi snuggled the small body close. Annabelle rested against her and looked at the pictures as Mairi read. Mairi drew the moment out, using different voices for different characters, not wanting the afternoon to end. She snuggled Annabelle closer, noting how perfectly the little girl fit into the crook of her arm.

The story of Annabelle’s conception had stayed with Mairi through the long night and into the morning. She couldn’t stop thinking of Susan’s battered body hidden in the grass. Of the long road to recovery she had to endure while pregnant with her attacker’s baby and the seclusion she faced then and now. And there she went, getting involved in this family when she shouldn’t be. She had her own family she needed to worry about and hold together. What happened to Susan was horrid but no less horrible than what happened to Aileen and many other women in Scotland. She looked down on little Annabelle’s blond head. The child was slumped against her, heavy, breathing deep. Fast asleep.

For a long time now she’d felt a hollowness in her that she’d ignored because she’d been focused on finding Grant. She’d pinned everything on her brother. The success of her clan, saving their land and the people who counted on them.

But what if Grant didn’t return with her?

What if her voyage to England was for naught?

MacGowan made no secret that he wanted an heir. That would be the only good thing to come of a marriage to him—a child of her own to love and cherish. But she wanted more than that. She wanted what her parents had. Love. Mutual respect. Laughter.

“I’ll take her,” the nursemaid whispered.

Mairi shook her head, shocked to discover tears in her eyes. She’d had such dreams growing up. Of marriage, children, happiness. None of her dreams ever included losing her beloved home and her cherished family. She hoped and prayed that Annabelle’s dreams, whatever they might be, would come true. That she wouldn’t live through heartache so fierce that she feared it would tear her apart. That she’d love until she was old and gray and wrinkled. That she would be happy.

Susan walked in and stopped short when she saw Mairi with Annabelle.

“I see you’ve met Annabelle,” she said.

“I have.” Mairi lightly ran her hand down Annabelle’s curls, feeling protective of the little girl. Phin claimed her as his own, but who claimed her heart? Who did she run to when she skinned her knee? When she had bad dreams in the middle of the night?

Susan looked at the child, her expression soft and wistful as she settled into a chair.

“She must be getting heavy,” she said.

“She’s fine.”

Susan tore her gaze away. “She looks like Phin,” she said.

There was some resemblance, but she looked much more like Susan. What did Susan see when she looked at her daughter? Was Annabelle a constant reminder of what happened to her? “Would you mind if I held her?” Susan asked.

A small sound of distress came from the direction of the nursemaid but Susan would not have heard it.

Mairi hesitated, but when Susan looked at her with such hope, Mairi couldn’t tell her no. Annabelle wasn’t hers to begin with, and Susan was already holding out her arms to the little girl.

Mairi gently transferred her to her mother’s arms and watched as Susan settled back, staring intently into her sleeping daughter’s face.

The nursemaid silently left the room.

Susan gently brushed Annabelle’s hair away from her cheek and smiled a sad smile, her face softening in a way Mairi had not seen before. In a way that a mother would look at her child.

Had anyone even asked Susan if she wanted to give up her right to be this child’s mother? Had they discussed their plans with her when they decided that Phin would claim Annabelle as his own?

The entire story was tragic, the suffering of those involved running deeper than Mairi probably even knew.

Mairi touched Susan’s arm, causing Susan to look at her. “You love her,” she said in wonder.

“You know, then.”

“Phin told me. I hope you don’t mind.”

“I’m surprised he said anything.”

“I think he knew he could trust me. I hope you feel the same.”

Susan smiled. “I like you and I think you’re good for Phin.”

“Oh, no.” Mairi laughed softly, uneasy. “Phin and I have an agreement. Once he helps me find my brother he’ll be well rid of me and glad of it, I’m sure.”

“I think you’re wrong. I think Phin will be sad when you’re gone.”

“Trust me, he’ll be happy when he doesn’t have to worry about me anymore.”

“Phin worries no matter what.” Susan’s smile faded as she looked down on Annabelle. “He thought it was best that no one knew Annabelle was mine. I was hardly in a position to make any sort of decision.”

Mairi had no doubt there were deaf women who’d given birth before and went on to raise happy well-adjusted children.

Susan glanced up at Mairi, tears in her eyes. “This is enough for me.”

Was it? Mairi doubted it, but what could she say? That Phin made the wrong decision? That Annabelle needed a mother to love her? This wasn’t her family and she had to remind herself that this wasn’t her problem.

“Excuse me, m’lady.”

Torn from her musings, Mairi looked up to find Rebecca in the doorway holding a piece of paper. “I found this.”

“Thank you, Rebecca.” Mairi took the folded note, opened it and read it. Her hands started to shake and she quickly refolded it and stuffed it in the pocket of her skirt.

“Wh-where did you find this, Rebecca?”

“In your bedchamber. When I went upstairs it was sitting there. I thought it looked important.”

Susan was watching the exchange with a furrowed brow. Hopefully she hadn’t caught much of the conversation.

“Thank you, Rebecca. I had wondered where I dropped this.”


Chapter Twenty

Mairi stared out the window and fingered the folded note that Rebecca had brought her earlier that day. The moon had risen long ago, but the light was muted by the clouds and the smoke choking the sky.

The garden at midnight.

That was all the note said but that was all it needed to say. She had no doubt Grant had written it. They had studied their letters together. She would know the spiked handwriting anywhere.

She rubbed her cold arms, shivering in the chill of the night. Had he returned for her? Or was he here to discover what information she’d unearthed?

There was no use speculating when all she had to do was walk downstairs and out into the garden to find out.

Shoving the paper in her pocket she eased open the door and peered into the hallway. No one was about. The house had quieted hours ago. She tiptoed down the steps and pulled up short when she saw a different man sitting by the door where Ezra normally sat.

So even at night the door was guarded?

He looked up at her and she recognized him as one of the sailors from the Wanderer.

“Can I help you, m’lady?”

“I …” She licked her lips. “I was thirsty and hungry. I thought I’d get a bite to eat in the kitchen.”

He nodded, crossed his arms and leaned his head back, closing his eyes, apparently satisfied that she would get something to eat and not be foolish enough to slip out the door while he was sitting there.

She made her way to the kitchen, her mouth dry, her heart pounding. She should be happy and relieved that Grant had come for her, but all she could think about were the people in this house. Phin, Susan, Annabelle. Despite her warnings to herself she had become enmeshed in their lives and she wanted one chance to say goodbye to them.

With her hand on the knob of the door that led to the gardens, she looked up at the ceiling, picturing the floors above and the people she’d come to care for asleep up there.

This is not your life, Mairi. Yours is in Scotland and that’s what you must concentrate on now.

She turned the knob and stepped out into the cool night. Despite the temperature she felt flushed.

At night the gardens were dark, so dark she couldn’t see past the terrace. She should have brought a candle, but she’d not thought that far ahead, and besides, a candle would have brought attention.

She stepped off the terrace and searched the darkness but there was nothing to see. Carefully she made her way forward, trying to remember where the paths were. A sound to her right had her spinning in that direction.

“Grant?” she whispered.

* * *

When Mairi turned toward him Phin hastily slid farther into the shadows.

Her gaze swept across him, probing into the darkness.

“Grant?”

Per his instructions, Rebecca had first taken the note she’d found in Mairi’s room to him. He’d been almost positive it’d been written by Grant but hadn’t been sure until now, when Mairi whispered her brother’s name.

He’d told Rebecca to take the note to Mairi without informing her that he’d read it first. He’d pulled the night watchman off the back door earlier. And then he’d waited.

His men still patrolled the grounds as they’d done since his return home, but he’d lessened the patrols. By now Grant would know of the guards and would become suspicious if they were entirely eliminated.

Now he just had to hide in the shadows until Grant showed himself then nab the bastard and take him to the king.

Then Phin would have his life back.

He made himself stand still, breathe slowly.

Mairi shivered and looked around. The weak moonlight highlighted bits of gold in her hair. Her curls were loose and hanging down her back, her throat pale in the darkness.

What did Grant want with Mairi? Was he here to take her away or for something else? The thought of Mairi no longer in his protection made him feel oddly hollow. Throughout the day he found himself listening for her footfalls, or while passing the library doorway, searching to see her curled up on a chair reading a book.

He’d even heard her reading to Annabelle. He still wasn’t completely comfortable with the thought of his very private life colliding with this very dangerous mission, but what had he expected when he brought her here?

Nevertheless the thought of not seeing her in his library was disquieting.

Mairi turned in a circle. He could practically feel the tension radiating off her. She’d not brought a shawl and she was rubbing her arms as she looked about.

“Grant?” she whispered again. “Are you here?”

Phin searched the area behind her, looking for any movement but saw nothing. His men were nearby, making themselves as silent as he. All Grant had to do was walk into the trap.

Phin’s hand itched to grab his pistol, but he forced himself to remain unmoving.

Mairi walked a few paces away, stopped, looked around, then walked a few paces in the other direction. It was obvious to Phin that she didn’t want to venture farther into the gardens, where it was so dark and so far from the safety of the house. Did she distrust her brother so much?

After a few more minutes of pacing Mairi made a frustrated sound and moved toward the house. Phin was beginning to believe she’d given up on her brother when she stopped and looked around again.

“Where are you, Grant?” she whispered into the trees.

Phin wondered the same. Had he seen the patrols? Had someone or something scared him off?

A quarter of an hour had already passed and he was beginning to lose hope. It seemed Mairi had as well. The foolish lass had not brought proper outerwear and was visibly shivering now.

Arthur, one of Phin’s trusted men, sidled up next to Phin and shook his head, indicating the patrols found no one lurking about.

Phin nodded and focused again on Mairi. She was looking about, her shoulders bowed in defeat. With one last look she turned and went back inside. Phin continued to stand in the shadows in the vain hope that Grant would show himself. But another half hour later he still hadn’t arrived.

With a hand motion to Arthur to keep patrolling Phin slipped out of the shadows and followed Mairi’s path back into the house.

Something had spooked Grant and once again Phin had lost his chance to capture the man. Disappointment tasted bitter in his mouth as he made his way to his bedchamber.

* * *

Phin spent most of the next day in his office with his solicitor making sure that Susan, Annabelle, Mr. and Mrs. Horton and the rest of the servants were taken care of in his absence. He’d been lucky in that Mr. and Mrs. Horton had agreed to stay on after his parents’ death and help take care of Susan and Annabelle. They were indispensible and he considered them more a part of the family than servants. Therefore he made certain that they were well taken care of in the event of his death.

The entire business was daunting and depressing and it’d taken far longer than he’d anticipated. Yet while his solicitor was laying Phin’s life on the table and talking about his extensive holdings and the many places he had money stashed, all Phin could think about was Mairi.

The image of her standing in his moonlit garden last night stayed with him. She’d seemed so small, so vulnerable and so lonely. As Susan was to him, Grant was Mairi’s only living relative and he could understand her need to see her brother. He also understood her possible excitement that Grant was visiting her—albeit clandestinely—and her acute disappointment when he didn’t show.

He also thought of the times they’d spent together. The way the sun bounced off her auburn hair. The freckles on her nose. Remembering how those freckles disappeared into the sheet she’d worn their first night at the Coxswain. Their conversation of the day before wasn’t forgotten either. He’d never told anyone Susan’s story. There’d been no need. The telling of it was more painful than he imagined it would be and yet he didn’t regret telling her. He’d never discussed Susan’s circumstances with anyone but the Hortons. It felt good to talk about it with someone else, even if Mairi saw through him and shed light on parts of him he’d tried to keep in the darkness.

Instead of looking through the papers his solicitor left for him, he found himself struggling with the question of what was going to happen to Mairi once Grant was captured. Sebastian had said she was betrothed, but the story Mairi told was entirely different.

Phin didn’t want her returning to MacGowan, a man who didn’t seem to appreciate Mairi for herself but for the land she could provide and the babes she could give him.

Mairi deserved more than that. She deserved peace after the years of turmoil she’d lived.

And yet what happened to her would be beyond his control. Once Grant was captured their ties to each other would be severed.

He slammed his palm on the desk, frustrated and disgusted with himself for not being able to concentrate. This might be the only time he could get his affairs in order and here he was thinking of a woman. Desperate for fresh air, he headed toward the terrace. It’d rained all day but the stars were out, the rain having moved on. He breathed the clean air in and let his mind go where he’d fought it from going all day.

Mairi.

He found her there on the terrace, looking up at the sky, her arms wrapped around her middle. Winter would be arriving soon, reminding him of the deadline he’d been given and what he needed to do to secure his ship and crew. Normally he would sail south this time of year, to warmer waters, warmer climate and very warm women. Normally. But nothing was normal anymore.

Mairi turned at the shuffle of his boots. Her beauty stole his breath. She was so small, such a slight thing, but with a large personality and, he was learning, a bigger heart. He heard the compassion in her voice, saw the concern in her eyes and knew she had a warmth that had been missing in his life for a long while. This was wrong, his feelings toward her. He had nothing to give her and they were at odds when it came to her brother as was proven last night when she snuck out of his house to meet Grant.

“You’ll catch a chill out here,” he said.

“Back home it would have been this chilly for several weeks already. I’m accustomed to it.”

He looked at the stars she’d been gazing at. One of the things he liked most about Mairi was the fact that they could have quiet that wasn’t strained and she didn’t feel the need to fill it with idle chatter.

“Did you sleep well last night?” He looked at her sideways but her head was turned away from him.

“Well enough.”

He’d had Rebecca on the lookout for more notes, but there had been none. How Grant had put one in her bedchamber the first time was a mystery to him and he’d taken his men to task for it. Then he’d mercilessly queried his servants only to find that the missive had been delivered to the front door by a young boy whom no one had seen before, and the nursemaid had brought it to Mairi’s room. She’d been quite distraught when he’d questioned her, but she was a good nursemaid and Annabelle loved her so he’d let it go.

Grant McFadden was like a ghost and it was damn frustrating.

“How do you do it?” she asked.

“Do what?”

“There’s so much evil in the world. It sweeps everyone up and drags us all around with no thought to man, woman or child. We’re all affected, whether we want to be or not.”

“That’s part of living, Mairi. To only experience a portion of life isn’t living at all.”

“But there’s so much suffering,” she whispered.

“There would be no joy if not for sorrow. No laughter if not for tears.” He turned to her and touched the corner of her downturned mouth with his finger. “No smiles if not for frowns.”

It worked. She smiled, if just a little, and leaned into his hand before turning away. “You must think me naïve.”

“Not at all.”

“I was at one time.”

“We all were at one time.”

“Would it be cowardly to admit that I wish I was still naïve? That I want to go back to a time when I was confident in my da’s ability to take care of all of us?”

Phin never wanted to go back to his childhood. To say he and his father didn’t get along would be a gross understatement. There had been constant tension between them, enough that Phin knew that as soon as he was able, he would leave. And so he had and he’d stayed away even after his parents’ death. It was a guilt he’d carry with him forever.

“Not cowardly,” he said. “Living is taking what life gives you and turning it into something good. What you do with the women and children who come to you is the good that comes from the bad.”

Mairi rubbed her arms. “You surprise me.”

“I’m not what you thought, am I?”

“Not in the least. And this—” She waved her hand toward his house. “I never imagined …”

“That I would have a home and a family?” he asked into the silence.

She shook her head. “It sounds silly now. Of course you would have a family. At least at some point in your life.”

“You thought the Wanderer was my home.”

“I thought nothing past using you to find my brother. You weren’t a person to me, but a means to an end.”

Those were harsh words, but he shouldn’t have been surprised. Most people thought that of him and most pirates weren’t of the social class that he was—even if it wasn’t a social class his father would have been satisfied with. And, after all, wasn’t she a means to his end? Put like that it made him feel like the worst sort of bastard. Even he hated himself in that light.

“The truth is, Mairi, I enjoy what I do. I answer to no one and there are no rules.” It made him far richer than his father could ever have imagined. He had enough money to move his family into a much larger home, but he wouldn’t. The money was there for Susan and Annabelle and everyone else to live off of when he was gone.

“I know you do,” she said. “I saw it on your ship. You’re at home there. I wish …”

“What do you wish?”

“I wish Grant would find that sort of contentment at our home.”

Grant. It always came back to Grant. It made him angry, but at the same time he understood it. If not for Grant they would have never met. It was the reason she was here.

“Grant has a fire inside him that drives him to do other things.”

“Fighting against England and alongside France won’t accomplish anything,” she said bitterly.

“No, but I can understand what motivates him.” It was strange how much he understood Grant. They were alike in a way and in other ways they were not. Like Grant, Phin had left his sister to follow his heart, but he had learned a hard lesson in that. Never again would he leave her unprotected.

She turned to face him. “Explain it to me.”

He fisted his hand and pounded it lightly against his chest right above his heart. “After Susan’s attack I was driven to hunt down the man who had done this to her. It was all I thought about. I dreamed about him in my sleep and I refused to rest until he was brought to justice. Grant and I are not so different. We both want to defend our family.”

“Grant’s family is suffering and he does not see that.”

“He thinks that by stopping the cause of the suffering he will end the suffering, but that’s not the case. He’s blind to his cause. Just like I was blind to mine. I was convinced that bringing that bastard to justice would end the suffering, but it didn’t. Susan still can’t hear. His death meant nothing.”

“That’s not true. He’s no longer able to torture other women.”

“True, but it didn’t help Susan. It didn’t return her life to her.”

She cocked her head and studied him. “What was it you just told me? Good must come from the bad? Susan’s life isn’t what she assumed it would be, but maybe it’s something better.”

He made a dismissive sound. “Better than marrying a solicitor and having a family of her own?”

“She has a family of her own,” she said softly.

“You’re referring to Annabelle.”

“I watch Susan with Annabelle. She loves the child.”

“You think the decision I made was the wrong one.”

“I don’t judge you for anything. I know what I saw. It tears Susan apart to see Annabelle.”

“Because Annabelle reminds her of what happened.”

Mairi smiled slightly and shook her head, then turned to look at the stars. Phin felt as if she’d tried to tell him something important. The decision to keep Annabelle’s true origin a secret had been a difficult decision but in the end it was for the best. Mairi didn’t understand. She hadn’t been here during that horrible time.

But something nagged at him. Could she be right? Susan had been struggling with her hearing loss, and he and Mrs. Horton had been struggling with finding ways to communicate with her, and in the midst of all of that they hadn’t asked her opinion.

Phin’s main concern had been to minimize the damage to Susan’s reputation. Being attacked and raped had been bad enough. She’d lost a lot of friends and her fiancé, but Phin had been confident that moving the household to London would minimize all of that. Bringing a bastard baby with them would certainly ruin her completely. Claiming Annabelle as his seemed the best possible option.

While they’d been talking clouds had moved in again and soft rain pattered on the ground.

Mairi moved to the door and Phin followed. A soft breeze, much cooler than it had been before, ruffled through the leaves of the trees.

Phin opened the door for her and she stepped through. He made sure to secure the lock as the rain began to beat harder.

He turned and there she was, so close he almost stepped on her.

“Oh,” she said, taking a step back, but his hands came up and settled on her shoulders, making it impossible for her to move any farther.

She stared up at him, her eyes shining in the soft light coming in from the windows.

“Mairi, I …” He had no idea what he wanted to say so instead he kissed her.


Chapter Twenty-One

Mairi wasn’t prepared for the kiss, but that didn’t mean she didn’t want it. She’d wanted Phin Lockwood to kiss her since the last kiss in the carriage.

She leaned into him, fisting his shirt in both of her hands, and pulled him closer. She stood on her tiptoes to get a better angle. She made a small sound of distress. Distress because her body was heating to uncomfortable proportions, just like it had before.

Phin Lockwood was lightning to her storm cloud, electrifying the air around her.

Phin walked her backward until she hit the wall. He cupped her buttocks and lifted her up, never once breaking their kiss. Mairi draped her arms around his shoulders and ran her fingers through the fine hair at his nape, luxuriating in the silky softness of it.

Phin trailed kisses down her neck, making her shiver and gasp. She tilted her head back.

Suddenly he stepped away, keeping a hand on her as she slid down the wall and found her balance. She looked up at him, dazed, blinking, unable to form a coherent thought.

“Bloody hell, Mairi.” He ran a hand through his hair and turned to pace away.

Mairi leaned against the wall because her legs were too weak and shaky to hold her up. She swallowed and touched her bruised and swollen lips.

He looked tormented and angry. But what could have angered him so? He seemed to have liked their kiss.

“We can’t do this,” he said.

Why not? she wanted to ask. Yes, we can, she wanted to plead. Oh, please, she longed to beg.

Instead she stood there, blinking back tears of frustration and humiliation. He saw the tears and swore softly.

“Don’t,” he said, his tone harsh.

“Don’t what? Pretend I don’t want you?”

“Jesus, Mairi.”

She shrugged. “ ’Tis the truth.”

“You can’t just say that.”

She laughed, but it was shaky. “I bartered my virtue to you and you’re shocked I would say that?”

He went still. “Is that what this is all about? Payment?”

“No. I admit that when I made the bargain I told myself to endure whatever happened, but I spoke the truth a moment ago. I want this. I want you.”

She felt like a fool. No doubt he had many women begging for his body on a daily basis.

She pushed away from the wall and brushed past him. “Please forget this ever happened. I apologize.”

He grabbed her arm to stop her. “You have nothing to apologize for. I’m the one who took advantage.”

“Obviously, you’ve heard nothing I’ve said. You can’t take advantage of the willing.”

She left him standing in the dark of the library, too ashamed to continue the conversation, her body still humming from that wondrous kiss.

* * *

Mairi had hoped that walking away from Phin would cool her overheated body, but she was just as hot, just as uncomfortable as she had been when he pushed her up against the wall. Even more so now that she denied herself something she really wanted.

She walked into her bedchamber, past her bed and opened her window. The cool breeze rushed in, bringing with it the damp scent of rain. She thought of kissing Phin, of the kiss they’d shared in the carriage and of what it could be like if they ever made love.

And she thought of MacGowan, his creased face, his scowl, the mean, hard eyes that looked through her.

She didn’t want to marry MacGowan. She didn’t want to spend the rest of her life with a man who wanted nothing to do with her other than to steal her land.

As the days passed the chances of finding and convincing Grant to come back to Scotland had diminished and her chances of having to wed MacGowan rose. She didn’t want to wed MacGowan ever but especially before she had the chance to make love to Phin.

She wanted to know what it was like, what it could have been like if she’d married a man she cared for.

She shut the window and turned on her heel, walking quickly to Phin’s bedchamber before she could change her mind. But she had to be honest, she wasn’t going to change her mind. She wanted this more than she wanted anything else in her life with the exception of finding her brother.

She hesitated outside his door, her courage faltering. What if he hadn’t come up yet? What if he were already asleep?

What if he didn’t want her?

No. He wanted her. She’d felt the proof of that against her belly. Wanting wasn’t the problem. Convincing would be the problem.

She pushed open the door slowly, peeking through the ever-widening crack. He was standing at the window, much as she had been in her bedchamber. The soft patter of rain lent a soothing background music. The cool breeze ruffled the ends of his hair. He wore no shirt and his back was roped with muscles. Tattooed on his right shoulder were crossed swords. She’d never seen a tattoo before.

She stepped into the room and closed the door behind her, leaning against it. Those muscles rippled and he turned his head to look over his shoulder. His unsurprised gaze took her all in, from the tips of her shoes to the top of her head.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said.

“I’m well aware of the risks.” And the possibilities. It was the possibilities that motivated her.

“You best leave.”

“I don’t want to leave.”

“It’s best if you do.”

“If I always did what was best for me, I’d never have left Scotland and boarded the Wanderer.”

He moved toward her with a predatory grace that weakened her knees. This was a different Phin. This was the man she first encountered on the Wanderer. Frightening and intriguing, hard with an indisputable authority that had her stomach quivering in anticipation.

She trembled but held her ground. The way he moved excited her. All rippling muscle and fire in those stormy gray eyes.

“You’re a fool, Mairi mine.”

“I know.”

“This can come to no good.”

The truth of that hit her hard, but she withstood the blow. “I know.”

“I don’t want you here because of some damn debt or bloody bargain you think you owe me.”

“That’s not why I’m here.” Truth was, she hadn’t even thought of their bargain on her way to his room.

“Good.” He stopped before her, so close she could smell the lemony scent of him mixed with a male scent that made her blood hum in anticipation.

He grabbed her shoulders and yanked her toward him. She gasped but didn’t protest. He kissed her hard. Not like the kiss in the study, which had started off soft and sweet. This was pent-up need and long-standing frustration.

This was elemental and primal.

And God help her, she met that kiss and didn’t shy from it. Phin wouldn’t tolerate shyness tonight.

“You’re a fool,” he said between kisses.

Maybe. Maybe not.

She touched him, needing to feel the smooth skin of his stomach, the ridges of muscles that clenched when her fingers caressed him. He was warm. So warm it was shocking. She explored the skin of his stomach then smoothed her hands over his sides and onto his back where she found puckered ridges and various scars.

Battle wounds, no doubt.

She should be shocked, but it only added to her excitement.

She pushed her hands up to toy with his nipples. His shoulders flexed. His arms tightened around her, crushing her to him. Lightly, with just the tips of her fingers she skimmed down, down until she touched his waistband.

There was power here. Power in what she was doing, in how he responded to her touch. It was a heady power. One she could get used to.

His breaths were deep, harsh. His kisses made her weak in the knees. Made her blood run sluggishly through her until it was as hot as she.

She touched his erection on the outside of his breeches, noting the breadth, width, length. He gasped and pushed his hips into her hand.

“You’re killing me,” he whispered, nibbling on her neck.

“Not half as much as you’re killing me. Touch me.” It was more a plea than anything.

He yanked the back of her dress apart, popping buttons. She heard them hit the floor and roll away.

“Damn corset,” he muttered, causing her to smile even as she agreed with him.

He pulled the top half of her gown off her as she untied her corset, nearly weeping in relief to have her breasts released. The cool air touched them, causing the nipples to engorge.

Phin bent down and suckled her breast. She let out a sound that was half squeak, half moan. Good Lord but she’d never known a feeling like this before. Her legs wobbled and that secret place between her legs throbbed.

He lifted his head and kissed her fiercely, possessively, as he backed her toward the large bed. She collapsed, bouncing once before he was on top of her, kissing her again, fisting his hands in her hair. He was heavy, anchoring her in place.

With his free hand he lifted her skirts, exposing her fully.

“God, Mairi, I want you.”

She tried to yank his breeches down but they stuck on his hips. He rose up and pulled them down himself. His member sprang out, bobbing before her. She’d only ever seen a man naked from the waist up. Had never seen one fully erect like this.

It was a bit daunting, to be honest.

Phin smiled. “Don’t be afraid.”

“I’m not.” And she wasn’t. Intimidated, maybe, but not afraid.

Curious, she touched his erection. Phin drew in a breath and watched her, his eyes glittering in the darkness.

“It’s so smooth,” she said in surprise as she explored more.

Phin groaned. He watched her through half-closed eyes, his hips moving in time with her.

“Stop,” he moaned.

Immediately she stopped and looked up at him. He rolled to the side and touched her between her legs. She whimpered, widening her legs. She’d never felt so heavy down there.

His finger came away slick with her wetness.

“You’re ready,” he said, his voice strangled.

“More than ready.”

He rolled back over her and before she knew what he was about, the tip of him was positioned at her opening. Then he thrust forward, entering her so swiftly she cried out. The pain was unexpected and shocking.

Phin smoothed her hair away from her face and kissed her. “Don’t move,” he whispered. “The pain will recede.”

She couldn’t move if she wanted to. His body weight was too much and the pain was a bit overwhelming.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I thought you knew.”

She shook her head, struggling for a decent breath.

Sweat beaded Phin’s brow and his jaw muscles clenched. She touched his jaw, skimming her fingers over the tight muscle.

A groan tore through him. “I can’t stay still much longer, Mairi.” He gasped and she suddenly understood his discomfort.

Hesitantly she moved her hips, eliciting another deep-throated groan from him.

“Don’t move,” he said from between clenched teeth.

But she wasn’t in a mood to oblige. She wanted to see what happened when she did move because suddenly it didn’t hurt as much and moving actually lessened the pain.

Also, moving felt good. The nub between her folds rubbed against Phin when she moved and that felt quite delightful, so she moved again. And again. Experimentally, then boldly.

Phin gasped, grabbed her hips in his hands and began to thrust into her.

“Oh, yes,” she whispered. It did feel good. Each time he thrust forward, she pushed her hips up, rubbing against him until something magical began to build inside her.

She closed her eyes and concentrated on feeling Phin’s member move in and out of her, of meeting his thrust with one of her own until they were moving as one, even their breaths were the same.

Acting on instinct she wrapped her legs around Phin’s hips and rode him as hard as he was riding her until that mysterious something she’d been reaching for broke over her, causing her to throw her head back and scream.

Phin covered her mouth with his, swallowing her scream as his seed exploded inside of her.

He pumped a few more times before collapsing on top of her. They both were breathing hard, sweat causing them to stick together.

What had she told Phin in the beginning? I’m well aware of the risks. What a lie that had been. She’d had no idea of the risks, especially to her heart.

* * *

The next morning Mairi awoke in her own bed with a bleary memory of slinking down the hall in the wee hours of the morning and falling into bed to sleep soundly. They’d made love twice. Both times had been … She couldn’t think of a word suitable enough to describe the momentous occasion.

Rebecca arrived humming a tune as she opened the curtains to let the bright sunlight in and causing Mairi to wince. She’d had very little sleep. Phin had been demanding, expecting full participation on her part, which hadn’t been a problem, but it left her sore and drowsy.

She dressed in yet another borrowed gown and made her way to the dining room. Susan was just finishing up breakfast, but Phin was nowhere to be seen. Famished, Mairi loaded up her plate and sat close to Susan because she’d learned that it was easier for Susan to read lips if she were near.

They chatted for a bit about the weather and the food and what Susan’s plans were for the day. Mairi learned Susan was the one who kept the flowers in the greenery and the gardens. She spent a lot of time with her plants and seemed to enjoy it immensely. She spoke animatedly, in that strange way of speaking, about her roses and pansies while Mairi listened with half an ear, all the while thinking about Phin and what they’d done the night before.

Someone knocked on the front door. Susan, not having heard, continued to talk. Mairi listened to the even tread of Mr. Horton’s boots as he made his way down the hallway.

A sense of foreboding overcame her and it took every bit of willpower to stay seated and pretend she was listening to Susan who was now talking about the day she spent with Annabelle yesterday. Apparently Susan was spending more time with her daughter and it was obvious that it pleased Susan very much. Had Mairi’s talk with Phin helped?

The front door closed and Mr. Horton made his slow way back down the hall, passing the dining room. Who had arrived? A messenger?

Had Grant sent another note? Surely he wouldn’t be brazen enough to send a note to the front door. Ever since she’d received the missive the other day she’d searched her bedchamber for another one, an explanation of why Grant had not shown up that night when he’d been the one to summon her.

What had happened to him?

She worried that it had been something bad. However, she had a feeling if he’d been captured, Phin would have told her. After all, ’twas the only reason she was here with Phin.

Something had spooked Grant. Something had warned him off.

Would he request another meeting? She was tired of waiting for him, tired of sitting on pins and needles wondering what would happen next.

However there was no note in her room when she returned to it after breakfast and no mention of the visitor that had arrived while she’d been eating, leaving her more on edge than ever before.

Phin was holed up in his study with Mr. and Mrs. Horton the rest of the day, leaving Mairi, Susan and Annabelle to their own devices. They played outside with Annabelle. Mairi read to the little girl for a bit before she took her nap and Mairi, finding herself alone, took a book and curled up on the settee.

The door to Phin’s study was across from the library and opened later that afternoon. Mrs. Horton was the first to step out, her eyes and nose red. She sniffed and hurried away. Mr. Horton followed, deep lines etched in his face, his gait slow.

What had the three of them discussed all day and why did the couple appear grief-stricken?

Mr. Horton left the door to the study open, allowing Mairi a glimpse of Phin at his desk, his head in his hands, his hair mussed. The bow of his shoulders indicated a deep grief.

Eventually he straightened and with a sigh she could hear from all the way in the library, he picked up papers from his desk and tapped them into a neat pile. He stood, walked out of the room and out of her sight. Eventually she heard the front door open, then close. Immediately the house felt empty without his presence.

* * *

She came to him that night, just as he hoped she would. Not as nervous or shy as the night before. He’d thought of her all day, through the difficult discussion he’d had with the Hortons. He’d thought of her and wanted her, not in the physical sense, although that was there, too, but in an emotional sense as well.

She smiled at him and came toward him with a sway of her hips that promised ecstasy and comfort.

She stopped before him and tilted her head to look up at him. The smile faded as she looked deep into his eyes. She touched his cheek, her fingers sliding along his jaw and throat.

“What is wrong?” she whispered.

He shook his head, unable to tell her. Not yet. He still had some time before the crown came for him. Less than he’d thought this morning before the king’s man came with a message that the king wanted the traitor and wanted him now. His men were still searching for Grant and they still patrolled the estate but even Phin was losing hope. There had been no more letters arriving for Mairi. No more requests for a meeting. There had been nothing. It was as if Grant had disappeared.

All day he’d met with his solicitor and then the Hortons, outlining what they were to do if he was taken by the crown. They were now aware of the provisions he’d left them with.

It’d been a very difficult day.

He took Mairi in his arms and nuzzled his nose against her neck, breathing in her scent, memorizing it. Sensing his need for something different than what they’d done last night, she hugged him to her and held him tight.

He held on to her for a long while, his own life raft in a stormy sea.

He touched her hair and felt for the pins that held it up. One by one he pulled them out, the long locks falling heavy over his wrist until every pin was gone. He ran his fingers through her hair then gently massaged her scalp. She let her head fall back and closed her eyes as his fingers worked their magic. A small moan escaped her.

She was fire. Fire and smoke and heat so hot it scorched him. But like a moth drawn to the flame, he was unable to resist, didn’t want to resist. For once he enjoyed being powerless.

She rubbed up against his enflamed cock, her breath deepening. Oh, she was hot, all right. Unlike last night when she was so nervous, this was a different woman tonight.

With trembling hands she unbuttoned his shirt, smiling shyly up at him with gleaming eyes full of excitement. He’d unearthed her inner woman and was damn proud of himself for it. His only regret was that he would not be around to watch her blossom more.

His only comfort was that with his new plan she would not have to go to MacGowan. There was a certain sort of satisfaction in that thought. A satisfaction that teetered on the edge of gloating. That he’d beaten his enemy even though he’d never met the man and MacGowan probably didn’t even know Phin existed. It didn’t matter. What mattered was that Phin had made arrangements so that Mairi would not have to wed MacGowan unless she truly wanted to.

Then again, neither would Phin marry her.

He kissed her hard, his need a pounding force within him. He’d been gentle both times last night. Even so, he knew she would be hurting, but he wanted more tonight. He wanted fast and furious and hard and demanding. Then, later, he would be slow.

He was grateful that she’d come to him in her robe. He yanked it apart, revealing a chemise that barely hid her hard nipples. With a deep groan he suckled those nipples through the fabric, nipping and nuzzling. She held his head between her hands, arching into his mouth and rubbing her body against his.

It seemed she wanted fast and furious as well.

Abruptly she pulled away from him and whipped her chemise over her head. She was gloriously, deliciously naked underneath and he simply stood there and stared at her, his cock so hard it was straining, hurting in a way that only Mairi could soothe.

Her fingers tangled with the buttons of his breeches, rubbing against his engorged cock until he feared his knees would buckle. He helped as best he could. They chuckled at their sudden ineptness to undress.

“I can’t be slow like last night,” he said.

“I don’t want slow.”

Good God but this woman undid him.

The breeches fell to the floor and he stepped out of them. He nudged her backward, bringing her up hard against the wall. He didn’t even want to wait to reach the bed.

In one thrust he was inside her. She gasped, her eyes widening.

“Sweet Mary and Joseph,” he said. “You’re wet and hot.”

She held on tight, panting with each thrust. “I’ve been thinking about this all day,” she said.

He nearly went cross-eyed at the thought of her walking around like this all day. “Do me a favor …” He thrust a few more times, biting the inside of his cheek to keep from making too much noise and waking the entire house. “Next time … Let me know … I can remedy that situation.”

She smiled, arched her back and rode him hard, pulling his hips in to rub against him.

When she came it was just as hard, as fast and as furious as he’d hoped it would be. A keening cry built inside of her and erupted just as she clenched around him.

It was too much. He couldn’t hold back any longer and thrust forward one final time. His release seemed to go on forever as she milked every last breath, every last groan from him.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Mairi awoke alone in Phin’s bed. To go from the wondrous night she’d just had to awaking completely alone and naked was a bit jarring. The warmth generated by their lovemaking had cooled, leaving her shivering in the chilled morning. Before she was caught by a servant in Phin’s bed, she dressed quickly in the gown she’d worn the day before. Her hair a wild mess, shoes in her hand she snuck through the hallways.

They’d alternately slept and made love throughout the long night. He’d been gentle one moment and demanding the next. She hadn’t minded. She loved every side of Phin Lockwood. Although she’d hoped to erase the grief in his eyes she had been unsuccessful. Whatever had happened in his study, it had stayed with him through the night and he wouldn’t tell her what it was.

It made her stomach twist in apprehension, but there was not much she could do if he wasn’t willing to confide in her.

She dressed in the same gown she’d worn a few days ago. Somehow, someway she would repay whoever loaned her these gowns. She wasn’t a charity case.

Rebecca had already come and gone so Mairi simply braided her hair and let it hang down her back. It wasn’t as if she had to look presentable to the callers that frequented the house because there were none.

The house was strangely quiet, even more so than normal. Mairi found Susan in the drawing room curled up on the window seat and staring morosely out the window. The sun was weak but it wasn’t raining and suddenly Mairi knew exactly what she wanted to do. She tapped Susan on the shoulder and waited for her to turn around.

“Let’s go for a stroll in the square.”

Immediately Susan perked up and nodded, a wide smile spreading across her face.

“We’ll take Annabelle, too.”

They gathered up Annabelle, who was excited to go on an adventure. Were these poor people forced to stay inside all the time?

Of course there was Ezra to contend with when they were ready to leave. He was standing in front of the door with his arms crossed and a mutinous expression.

“Ezra, we are going for a stroll in the square,” Mairi said in her best authoritative voice.

“Does the cap’n know about this?”

“If the captain was about, I would surely tell him, but he’s nowhere to be found.”

“He left earlier,” Ezra said.

“Well then he’s not about for us to tell, is he? It’s just a stroll, Ezra. There is nothing wrong with a stroll.”

Annabelle began hopping from foot to foot, anxious to leave. Susan appeared to be confused.

“He said to watch out for you.”

“Did he say watch out for me or watch me?” She quirked an eyebrow and Ezra squirmed. “If you’re that worried, then come with us as our escort.”

“Oh. Well. I don’t know.”

“Would Captain Phin rather you guard an empty entryway or guard his sister, daughter and me?”

He apparently had to think about that for a moment. “All right, then,” he said with a sigh. Apparently sitting in the foyer was more appealing than walking two women and a little girl through the square.

Mairi gave a passing thought of leaving a note for Phin telling him where they were going, but surely they would return before he did. All she wanted was to walk a bit around the square and look at something other than these four walls and the garden out back.

Ezra shuffled behind them as Annabelle skipped between Mairi and Susan, holding each of their hands and chattering away. Susan obviously could not hear the little girl and wasn’t in a position to watch her lips so it was up to Mairi to answer with an occasional, “Mm hm” or “Yes, indeed.”

When was the last time the poor child had been outside the garden walls? She looked around avidly, taking in the street vendors, the nursemaids pushing prams, the finely dressed women in the arms of equally finally dressed gentlemen.

The people of Bedford Square weren’t the quality that strolled through St. James, where Sebastian and Gabrielle lived, but they were well-off and their clothes indicated it. Annabelle was enthralled.

Susan, although quiet, seemed equally enthralled as she took in all the sites.

Mairi wished she had money with her to purchase a sweet from one of the vendors for Annabelle. The child would have been over the moon. But her money was still sewn into the hem of her old gown that was in the bottom of the armoire at Phin’s house. How depressing that she couldn’t afford to purchase even a small sweet for Annabelle. The entire time she’d been here she’d been a charity case and she hated that thought. When she returned to Scotland she would send something nice to Susan and Annabelle as a thank-you. And Gabrielle as well. She couldn’t forget Gabrielle.

She shook away such melancholy thoughts and concentrated on this day. On the weak sun, on the green grass, on the puppy that raced past making Annabelle clap in joy and Susan smile down on her daughter. At the new friends she’d made.

Mairi fervently hoped that one day Susan and Annabelle would be able to embrace their true connection to each other. She had a feeling that only when that happened would Susan fully recover. But it wasn’t up to her and this family was not her family and what happened to them in the future would not concern her.

They reached the end of the square and turned around to head back. Annabelle had stopped skipping and wasn’t chattering as much, but her eyes were still wide and she still took everything in.

They were walking near the street on the opposite side of Phin’s house. The homes were well-built town houses, redbrick with climbing ivy and large windows that overlooked the street. While Scotland would always be Mairi’s home and the first place she would want to live, she wouldn’t mind living in one of these homes, either.

A clatter of hooves had her ushering Annabelle and Susan farther off the road. Ezra was a few steps behind her, still grumbling about being a nursemaid. She was sure it was humbling to go from sailing large ships to nannying two women and a child, but that was something he had to take up with Phin, not her.

The clattering hooves stopped and the hairs on the back of Mairi’s neck rose. She turned to find the coach pulled up right behind her. There was nothing exceptional about the conveyance. It appeared more of a hack than a privately owned coach. The driver was clothed in black and looked straight ahead.

She herded her two charges toward the middle of the square.

The door to the carriage opened and a man stepped out. He was very large, his shoulders incredibly wide, his face broad beneath his hat and his eyes so dark they appeared black. She’d never seen anyone quite so big before. She squeezed Annabelle’s hand, her heart pounding. There was nothing untoward about any of this, but something inside her told her to keep watch on the man.

“Hey now.” Ezra took a few hurried steps to catch up. The man punched Ezra in the nose, knocking him to the ground where he didn’t move.

Mairi shoved Annabelle toward Susan. She turned to run but was brought up short when she was grabbed by her braid and yanked back.

“Run!” Mairi screamed at Susan, even though she knew the woman would not be able to hear her.

Susan pulled the screaming Annabelle toward her. Ezra was on the ground, unconscious.

The man holding Mairi pinched the area between her shoulder and her neck. The pain was immediate and so severe that her knees instantly buckled. She cried out, but the sound was cut off when the man put his hand over her mouth and swooped her up into his arms.

Annabelle screamed her name and lunged for her but Susan yanked her back. Mairi wanted to scream at them to find Phin, but her words were trapped in a world of pain and Susan wouldn’t have heard her anyway.

She was shoved into the carriage and the door closed behind her, trapping her inside.

* * *

“Where is Miss McFadden?” Phin asked Mrs. Horton as he entered his house. He’d spent a frustrating morning trying once again to locate Grant McFadden, but the man was nearly impossible to find.

Phin was beginning to suspect that he had fled England altogether, and that thought had his anger boiling. Not only because he needed to find Grant, but what sort of cod’s-head abandoned his sister in the middle of a foreign country when she clearly needed his help?

He was beginning to despise McFadden more and more each day. The man didn’t deserve a sister the likes of Mairi. He had no idea what prize he held and he was so selfish that he didn’t seem to care, either.

Mairi would be much better off without him. It was obvious he had no inclination to return to Scotland. All of this talk of fighting for Scotland was balderdash according to Phin. Grant was fighting because he couldn’t face the demons inside of him or face what had happened to his people and his fiancée.

But convincing Mairi that she was better off without the bottle-head would be nigh on impossible. However, he understood her motivation. Her choice was Grant or MacGowan, which really wasn’t any sort of choice at all.

“They’ve gone for a short stroll,” Mrs. Horton said as she took his coat.

The weather was turning. Already it was colder than it had been this morning. A brisk northerly wind had blown in bringing with it the scent of winter.

A cold chill raced up Phin’s spine that had nothing to do with the weather. “They?”

“Miss McFadden, Susan and Annabelle.”

“Alone?”

“Nay. They took Ezra with them. He wasn’t pleased to be chaperoning the women, but he went.”

Phin relaxed a bit. At least they’d taken a guard. Ezra would protect them, and if Grant were to show himself, Ezra knew what to do.

He headed toward the drawing room, thinking of the brandy that awaited him. Over the past few days Mairi and Susan had become thick as thieves.

At first Phin had been uncomfortable with the fact that the two women in his life were fast becoming friends, but then he saw a change come over Susan, a light come into her eyes that had been absent for far too long. She laughed when she hadn’t laughed before. She smiled and this time it reached her eyes.

Had he made the right decisions when it came to Susan? Should he not have claimed Annabelle as his own and allowed Susan to raise the little girl as hers? That would have left virtually no future for Susan, but then what sort of future did she have now? She saw no one, especially no eligible men to marry. Most didn’t know how to speak to a woman who couldn’t hear and of course there were those who saw her disability as a defect rather than just something different. Fatheaded fools.

The front door was flung open and Susan stumbled in, supporting Ezra, whose feet were dragging, his head hanging and blood dripping from him. Annabelle was behind her crying so hard she was hiccupping.

Phin rushed forward, taking the burden of Ezra from her. “What happened?”

She was making noises, small grunts as her chest rose and fell in labored breaths. Phin’s skin went cold and clammy as he looked behind his sister for Mairi. He lowered Ezra to the floor. The man was breathing and the blood was coming from what looked like a broken nose.

Phin stood and shook Susan’s shoulders, yelling her name even though she couldn’t hear him. Annabelle clung to Susan’s skirts.

Mrs. Horton came rushing in. “What is all this ruckus?” she asked above the din then noticed Ezra lying on the ground. Immediately she dropped down beside him and began to look him over.

“Susan.” He bent his knees to better look into her eyes and so she could see his lips. But her eyes were glazed, shocked, and she was trembling from head to toe.

What the bloody hell happened? Where the hell was Mairi?

“Mairi.” The word was uttered in her usual monotone voice and Phin’s heart fell to his toes.

“What about Mairi? Where is she?”

But Susan only looked at him blankly. Phin shook her until her head wobbled. “What happened to Mairi?” he yelled.

As if sensing the vibration from his voice she winced and drew in a ragged breath. “A man. Took her.” She moved her hands, creating words with hand motions, something they’d taught each other in the early days and that she fell back upon in times of stress. “He punched Ezra.”

His hands fell from her shoulders and he cursed. “Where?”

Her brow creased as she concentrated on his lips. “The square.” She pointed out the door in no particular direction.

“How long ago?”

Again she looked at him blankly. Bloody, bloody hell. He turned on his heel and headed for his office, where he snatched up a piece of paper and a pencil. When he returned to the entryway they were all still standing there, Mrs. Horton pressing Annabelle against her legs, Susan blinking, blinking, blinking, her face a mask of shock, the color all but drained from her, and her hair a wild mess around her shoulders. Ezra was beginning to move and moan. He opened an eye, groaned and closed it.

Phin shoved the pencil and paper at Susan. “Write down everything you remember,” he said, mouthing the words with deliberation.

She nodded and headed as if in a trance to the drawing room where she sat at a small desk and began writing.

Phin turned to Ezra and knelt on one knee beside him. “What happened?”

Ezra licked his lips. “ ’Twas a large black carriage. Hired hack. Monstrous man came out. Punched me. Took Mairi.”

Hell and damnation.

“I’m sorry, Cap’n.”

“What about the other men, Ezra? Where were my other men?” He’d had men stationed all around his house and the square. Where the hell were they?

“Happened too fast, sir. Nothin’ we could do.”

Men took Mairi. That’s all he knew. Not how nor why nor where. Just that she was gone.

Gone. Taken from him.

Good God.


Chapter Twenty-Three

When Mairi had first arrived in London she’d thought nothing could be as bad as the room at the Coxswain. Oh how wrong she had been. The Coxswain looked like a palace compared to this.

She didn’t dare sit on the bed, which was nothing but a moldy straw-filled mattress thrown on the floor and crawling with vermin. Instead she sat in a rickety chair in the corner of the dark and dingy room, close to a window that let in feeble air and almost no light. She could reach out and touch the building next to them but at least she was breathing semi-fresh air and not the fetid air of whatever building she’d been brought to.

She tried to listen to outside noises to determine where she was, but she didn’t know London well enough to distinguish one area from the other. She was almost positive she was still in London. They hadn’t driven far enough to leave the city and besides, she could still smell it.

As soon as she’d been tossed into the carriage her hands and feet had been tied, her mouth bound and her eyes blindfolded. The carriage had swayed and clattered for what seemed like eternity. Her stomach protested the movement and she feared she would lose the contents of her stomach, which wouldn’t have been bad if she hadn’t been gagged. In fact she would like nothing better than to vomit on the boots of the man who had taken her.

After an indeterminate amount of time the carriage finally stopped and she was yanked out and set upon her feet. Rough hands grabbed her arm, steering her up a short flight of steps. Five steps. She counted. A door squeaked open and she entered a building. She could tell because there was a hollowness about it as if it were abandoned.

Fingers poked into her back and she slid her foot forward, encountering another step. This time she climbed a flight—twelve steps—before they proceeded down a long hallway. Another squeaky door and she was pushed forward. Her bindings were released, her blindfold removed. And the large man stood before her.

Mairi took a step back at the immensity of him and the cold, lethal look in his dark eyes.

“Ye’ll not scream,” he said in a scratchy voice. He didn’t have to tell her what would happen if she did scream.

She shook her head and the gag was removed.

“Who are you?” She’d promised not to scream. She’d not promised to keep completely silent.

He grunted.

“Where am I?”

He shot her an exasperated look.

“Why did you snatch me off the street?”

He rolled his eyes. Any other time it would have been quite comical to see such a large brute of a man roll his eyes.

He grabbed the doorknob and stepped out.

“Wait! Where are you going?”

“Where no one asks questions.” He pointed at her with a stubby finger. “You escape. We’ll find you. The door will be locked.”

“Wait.” She rushed forward, but he had already closed and locked the door. She turned around to look at her new lodgings, but there wasn’t much to see.

She’d been sitting in the chair ever since. By the sun she surmised it was evening because it seemed to be setting. She’d heard people move about. And even a few times heard people speak in what she thought might be French, but they were talking quietly.

And she had a good idea why she was here.

Her suspicions were confirmed when the door opened just as the last light faded and her small room was nearly plunged into darkness.

Her anger boiled over and she stepped closer to the man who entered holding a lantern in one hand and a plate of food in the other. His face was shadowed with a few days’ worth of beard. His clothes were loose, his breeches hanging on only by the jut of his hipbones. His cheeks were gaunt and he looked exhausted, but that didn’t stop her fury.

“I should have known,” she said with disgust. “Do you think you could have retrieved me by means any more demeaning or frightening?”

Grant placed the food and the lantern on the small table.

“It was necessary.”

“It was not necessary. All you had to do was send a note to meet you somewhere.”

He snorted. “I did that once.”

She plunked her hands on her hips. “And I spent a long time waiting for you. Where were you?”

“He had men all around the house and he was waiting in the shadows for me.”

Her hands fell from her waist. “He what?”

Grant leaned forward. “He knew I was coming. Did you tell him?”

“Of course not.” Phin had been hiding in the shadows the night she went outside to speak to Grant? Another new anger took hold of her but quickly vanished. Oh, what did it matter at this point? Grant had her. Phin wasn’t here.

“Well, he knew. So this was the only way to see you.” He nudged the plate he’d placed on the small table. “I brought food.”

“I’m not hungry.”

He shrugged and walked around the room. It wasn’t a long walk by any means. A few paces one way then the other.

“The last we spoke you agreed to aid our cause,” he said.

“No. The last we spoke you agreed to return to Scotland with me if I spied for you.”

He leaned against the wall. “And did you?”

“Spy?” She thought of her halfhearted attempt at looking through Sebastian’s desk. Even though she hadn’t found anything she felt dirty just thinking about what she’d done.

“Yes, Mairi. Did you spy for me?”

She looked away. “I found nothing.”

“And where did you look?”

“In his desk. Is that what you wanted me to do? Is that sufficient enough for you? I stooped so low as to look into a friend’s private matters for you.”

He quirked an eyebrow. “A friend? Sebastian Addison is now a friend?”

“He was kind to me and I rifled through his papers because you asked me to. I’m not proud of what I’ve done.”

He sneered. “You’ve been with the English too long. You’re sympathizing with them.”

“No.” But the word was weak. She didn’t sympathize, but she understood them. They were no different from her, living their lives the best they could. “You can’t topple England, Grant.”

“I can and I will.”

“You’re only one person.” There was a plea in her voice, a desperation she refused to mask.

“But backed by France.”

“France cares nothing for you. You are but a pawn in their ill-advised scheme.”

“You sound like the English. Da would be disappointed in you.”

She winced at the jab. “I don’t know you anymore, Grant.”

He shrugged. “War changes everyone. Priorities change. Fighting our enemy is far more important than our land.”

“You are all that’s left. You are all that we have. Da wouldn’t be disappointed in me; he would be disappointed in you if he knew you were turning your back on everyone who needs you. We’re losing our land, Grant.”

His back went rigid. “Da always taught us to fight for what is right. It’s what he died for and what I’m willing to die for.”

Her stomach curled at the thought of Grant dying. If he died, all would be lost—her land, her people. She didn’t care so much for her freedom anymore. She would marry MacGowan if that would save her people, but she knew MacGowan couldn’t care less about the women she had taken under her wing.

“You don’t see it,” Grant said. “I’m fighting for something far more important.”

“More important than our land and the home that’s been in our family for hundreds of years?”

“Yes, Mairi, more important than all of that.”

He was filled with passion, wholly believing that what he was doing was right. She didn’t know how to argue against that.

“You will lose,” she said.

“You don’t know that.”

She lifted her chin, more hurt than she’d ever been before. “I’ve done what you asked. Now you must do what you promised.”

He looked at her for a long time, but she held her ground and stared back. To look away now would be tantamount to admitting defeat and she was not defeated. Not yet.

“Why do I doubt your story?” he suddenly asked.

“Oh, no. You’ll not get off that easily. I did what you asked and I hated every moment of it.”

“How many times did you look?”

“Once. It was all I had before Ph—Lockwood brought me to his home. I’ve not been back since.”

“It’s interesting that he brought you to his home right after I asked you to help me.”

“You believe I told him about your nocturnal visit in the garden?”

He tilted his head. “Did you?”

“No.” Never. It was too humiliating.

Grant pushed away from the wall. “Your food is getting cold.”

“You’re not leaving, are you?” Damn the desperation and fear in her voice. She did not want to spend one night in this disgusting room.

Grant paused. There was a stillness about him that hadn’t been there before, a predatory nature that was new and different. “You are safe here.”

“Then why lock the door?”

“We didn’t want you to run until you knew it was me who orchestrated your escape.”

For a moment she didn’t understand what he meant by “escape” until she realized he thought he saved her from Phin. And maybe in a way he had, but not in the ways he thought.

What was Phin thinking now? Was he frantically searching for her or would he assume she was with Grant and be glad to be rid of her?

No doubt she’d been a thorn in his side from the very beginning, but she hoped he would at least miss her a wee bit.

And poor Susan and Annabelle. And Ezra. Was he terribly injured? She hoped not. She prayed they weren’t too traumatized by the events of this afternoon. She wished she’d had a chance to explain. If Grant had approached her in the square like a gentleman instead of stealing her away like a thief, she would have been able to explain.

“So the door will remain unlocked?” she asked.

He hesitated. If she did not know him as well as she did she might not have even noticed the hesitation but he was her brother and they’d grown up together and she did know him well.

“Of course.”

“And when do we leave for Scotland?”

Another hesitation. This one longer and there was no pretense of hiding it. “When I can.”

“Damn you, Grant. That was not the agreement.”

“Things change.”

“In other words you lied.”

“No, Mairi. Circumstances have changed and I find I’m unable to accompany you back to Scotland at the moment.”

“Accompany me? You’re sending me on without you?” She truly was shocked now and she had believed nothing he said or did could shock her anymore.

“It’s for the best that you aren’t in England in the near future.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“This is war.”

“No, it’s not. It’s only war to you now. The war ended a few years ago.”

“It’s a new world, Mairi. New warfare.”

There was no convincing Grant that his actions were not only foolish but deadly. And to her extreme disappointment there was no convincing him that their clan was more important. She saw that now.

She pictured the women and children anxiously awaiting her, convinced she would succeed. How did she face them and announce her defeat? How did she look into their faces and tell them she’d done all she could and still it wasn’t enough?

Even marrying MacGowan was no guarantee that they would remain safe with her. She couldn’t possibly turn them away and ask them to find other places to live. There were no other places for them. They were the abandoned. The forgotten. But they were still people with hopes and dreams.

“So that’s it? You put me in a carriage and wave goodbye?”

He smiled, but it was a crooked smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Come now, Mairi. Let’s not be so melodramatic.” He took a step away from the door, fire burning in his eyes. “I wish you could see things the way I do. I wish you believed as fervently as I do how important this is to Scotland.”

He took her hand between both of his. “We can do this, Mairi.”

He honestly, truly believed what he was saying. He burned with the passion of it, with the intense belief that he was right and just.

With her free hand she touched his cheek and smiled softly at her brother. He’d always been intense, giving everything he had to give in whatever it was he pursued. Whether it was tormenting his sister or learning to ride a horse, he did so with intensity and single-mindedness. She should not be surprised that he was giving the same dedication to this as well.

“I see you believe that.”

Disappointment darkened his features. He stepped away and opened the door. “I’m sorry you don’t. I’ll see to your journey. I’ll make certain everything is paid for and you have enough money to see yourself through the winter.”

He closed the door leaving her bereft and alone. And lost.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Phin stood on the threshold of Mairi’s bedchamber. The bed was made, the room straightened. There was nothing to indicate that Mairi had been here because she had brought no personal effects with her to his home.

What a melancholy thought. Even Phin had personal effects in his chamber. A brush, coins tossed on his bureau, a favorite painting that hung above his bed. Did Mairi have those things in Scotland?

He’d never asked her about her home. And now he might never have the chance.

Sebastian had gathered a bevy of men to search for the coach and driver that had snatched Mairi off the street but their inquiries led to nothing. People strolling the square claimed not to have seen anything except Susan and Annabelle hurrying home with an injured Ezra. Questioning the hackney owners had led nowhere as well. No one employed anyone that fit the description Susan had given, which led Phin to believe that whoever orchestrated Mairi’s kidnapping had used his own man.

And he had a very good idea who had orchestrated it all.

Grant.

The men he’d had stationed around the square had seen nothing out of the ordinary until they heard Mairi cry out, but by then it was too late. The driver had whipped the horses into a frenzy and they were gone before his men could even begin to give chase. They confirmed everything Ezra had said. It had all happened too fast.

When Phin had heard that Mairi had cried out his gut had clenched in fear and dread. Was she hurt? Was she still hurting? He wanted to smash his fist into the man who had taken her and treated her so ill.

His men were currently infiltrating the pubs where Grant had been seen, but there was nothing. It was as if he’d pulled all his men and left the country.

If that were the case Phin would never find them. Never see Mairi again. Never be able to tell her that she didn’t have to wed MacGowan because he’d provided for her.

He stepped into the bedchamber and turned in a circle. He caught a faint whiff of the lavender soap she used to bathe with, but it was barely there, as if that was leaving him as well.

He opened the armoire and there in the bottom, crumpled into a haphazard heap was the gown she’d worn when they first met. The day she held a pistol to him and demanded he help her. Gingerly he picked up the dress. It was soiled beyond repair, the blue even more faded. He stared at it for a very long time before he stood, clutching it in his hands.

Was Grant treating her well? Was she right now on her way to Scotland with her brother?

His fingers flexed, crumpling the fabric of the gown, and as he did so he encountered something hard and unyielding. He sat on the edge of the bed and discovered that the hem of Mairi’s gown was heavier than it should be. The seams had been sewn and re-sewn so many times and the fabric so old that it wasn’t difficult at all to pick apart the hem. When he did coins and gems fell out into his hand.

She’d told him she had fifty pounds to pay him but in reality it was closer to thirty and the gems were so small they were nearly inconsequential. They would have amounted to almost nothing on the market if he wished to resell them.

He sat with the pittance in the palm of his hand. Everything he held was everything she owned. Everything she could scrape together to save her land and the people who relied on her.

No wonder she was angry with the English for what she perceived as overindulgence and extravagance. He folded his fingers around the money and gems and closed his eyes.

He had to help her. He couldn’t let her just disappear like this without knowing if Grant was truly going to help her or simply send her off to marry MacGowan. He had to know that she was taken care of.

But how to find her?

A noise had him turning his head. Susan stood there, her hands folded before her.

He knew Susan felt responsible for what happened, but there was naught he could say about it because he felt the same responsibility.

She tilted her head, her questions in her eyes. He shook his head. “We’ve not found her.”

She pressed her lips together and nodded once. “I’m sorry,” she signed. Since Mairi’s disappearance Susan had resorted to using signs instead of her voice.

“I am too,” he said.

“You love her,” she signed.

Phin huffed out a breath, ready to deny the accusation, but he found he couldn’t do so. The thought of loving Mairi was frightening. He couldn’t love her. And yet when Susan signed those words his heart knew them to be true.

The thought of never seeing her again tore a hole through him that could never be repaired. He wanted to snatch her back from Grant and declare her as his.

“Yes. I love her.” Saying the words didn’t make the feeling any easier to bear. In fact it made it more difficult because it brought to light their impossible circumstances.

Susan sat beside him and put her hand on his arm. They sat in silence as he clutched all of Mairi’s wealth in the palm of his hand.

* * *

Throughout the long, cold night Mairi’s sadness over her brother slowly swung back to anger at his blatant disregard for his heritage.

She would not meekly return to Scotland and marry MacGowan because Grant didn’t want to deal with their problems. He would not bundle her into a carriage and brush his hands of her. McFaddens had lived on that land for centuries and it was not going to end with her, no matter what Grant thought.

She simply needed to speak to him again. Now that she knew his stance and she’d overcome the shock of it, she would think rationally, argue rationally. She would make him see the error of his ways. Mayhap they could compromise. He could show himself in Scotland, let MacGowan know they were not giving up their land. She could use some of this money he so carelessly spoke of. If he insisted on fighting this ridiculous, ill-fated fight, then he could do so but not before he secured their land and helped their people.

Sufficiently calm—or as calm as she would ever be—she ventured out into the hallway once the sun broke the horizon. Or at least she thought it broke the horizon. It seemed bright enough for it to be morning.

There was no one about. The stink of unwashed bodies and overcooked cabbage was much worse in the hallway than her room, but she withstood it as she made her way down the empty hall. The building seemed deserted except for the few voices she heard coming from a closed door. If people did live here then it was a travesty because it should have been condemned long ago. She took every step in fear that she would fall through the floor.

She approached the door where the voices were coming from. She recognized Grant’s voice, but the other she didn’t know. The masculine voice spoke English with a heavy French accent.

“The plan is for the third of November,” the stranger said.

“Let’s go over it one more time, just to be sure I have the facts straight,” Grant said.

“Britain’s land forces are weak. They’re spread too thin. If we can land our ships on English soil, we can take the country. It will take too long for the king to gather his army. Our plan is to cross over into England the night of November third. They will be unprepared for us. It will be a clear victory.”

Mairi pressed a hand to her mouth and leaned closer. What she was hearing was treason. Yes, she’d known Grant was planning something like this but to hear it in detail was shocking and frightening.

“Excellent. We will be ready,” Grant said.

Mairi closed her eyes and breathed deep, fighting the nausea crawling up her throat. Her heart pounded so hard she feared they would hear it on the other side of the door. Oh, Grant.

“You there!”

She spun around. The large man that had taken her from the square was running toward her. Panicked, Mairi ran in the other direction. Someone shouted after her, but she didn’t look back, intent on the steps that led to the lower level and praying they wouldn’t give out on her as she pounded down them.

“Mairi!” That was Grant calling her, but she didn’t pause, didn’t hesitate. That may be her brother but she didn’t know him anymore.

She stumbled down the steps, nearly falling several times. She could hear her breath sawing in and out of her, knew a fear that far exceeded anything she’d felt before. If she were caught she’d be killed because she now possessed damning knowledge about the fate of England.

When she burst out into the street she took a precious moment to blink against the bright sun and decide which way to run.

Phin.

She needed to get to Phin. He would help her. There was relief in that thought and so she went by instinct and turned right. She started running again and found that a woman racing through the streets of what seemed to be the worst part of London wasn’t all that disturbing. People looked at her. A few stopped to stare, but when they saw the men running after her they hurried on their way, not wanting to get involved. People congregated on the corners, filth ran through the middle of the street. Clothes hung out of windows. Children ran willy-nilly and barefoot.

If she had to guess she thought she might be in St. Giles, the worst and most deadly part of London.

Mairi ran until her lungs hurt and a stitch in her side had her gasping for breath. Until her legs quivered and each step sent pain shooting through her heel and up to her knee. She began to stumble, pushing away from walls, clipping people in the shoulder.

The men behind her were yelling at others to stop her, but no one did. No one wanted to get involved with the surly, scary men. She was losing ground quickly, but she didn’t stop. As she was passing a doorway a hand reached out and grabbed her. Mairi screeched, or at least tried to, but there was no breath left in her for much noise. The hand dragged her through the door and slammed it shut.

In the dim, fetid entryway Mairi glimpsed a gaunt woman, her hair ragged, dirty and unkempt, her gown soiled and mended so many times that it looked like she’d given up the fight.

“Where you off to in such a hurry, deary?” When she smiled there were more gaps than teeth in her mouth.

Mairi recoiled, struggling for breath.

Someone beat on the door behind her, yelling her name and causing her to jump. She looked at the door, then at the woman.

“Please … Help …”

The woman contemplated her. “Yer a little old fer them, but what the hell. I seen ’em go after older.”

Mairi had no idea what the woman meant, and she wasn’t about to admit she had sensitive information that she needed to pass on to someone close to the king.

The door shook and rattled as the men continued to yell.

“Please,” Mairi begged.

The woman turned and, surprisingly quickly, walked down the narrow hall to the back of the lodgings. “Better come quickly. That door won’t hold ’em forever now. I done this a time or two.” She slid open a panel hidden in the wall of the kitchen and motioned Mairi into the black, gaping hole. “As soon as I saw ye runnin’ I knew you was in trouble. Been there a time or two meself. Damn men. Up to no good, the lot of ’em. Go. They’ll be breakin’ down the door any minute now. Follow the tunnel all the way to the end. Knock three times on the wooden door, wait, then two more times.”

This was so bizarre. Even more bizarre than listening to her brother discuss battle plans with the French.

In better lighting, Mairi could see that the woman was much younger than she first appeared. Time and circumstances had carved lines in her face, but her eyes were bright.

The woman leaned close and it took every bit of iron will not to recoil from her. “Run as fast as ye can. It’ll be dark but someone on th’other side will help ye. Remember, three knocks, wait, then two knocks.”

She pushed Mairi into the dark hole and settled the board back in place before Mairi had a chance to object. Darkness so black smothered her, making it hard to breathe. Or she may have found it hard to breathe because panic was stealing her air. She was about to pound on the panel when she heard the crash of the front door and the angry voice of the Frenchman.

“ ’Ere now. What d’ye want?” The woman sounded cross, but if Mairi wasn’t mistaken her words trembled a wee bit.

“Where is she?”

Mairi’s back snapped taut. That had been Grant and he didn’t sound happy at all.

“I dunno who you mean.” The woman’s tone was defiant.

“The girl you dragged in here. What did you do with her?”

“Ain’t no girl in here.”

“Now, you listen here. That woman is my sister and she needs help. She hasn’t been the same since our da was killed and she escaped my protection.”

Mairi gasped, unable to believe that her brother was implying that she was not right in the head. That he was her guardian and protector.

She was so angry she almost wanted to confront him herself but only the knowledge of what she heard kept her quiet.

“Like I said, guv, ain’t no one here. Move on and get outta my home.”

There was an ominous silence that had Mairi straining to hear anything.

Then something that sounded like a fist hitting flesh. The woman cried out and Mairi had to press her hand to her mouth to keep from crying out, too. Oh, Lord. Oh, Mary and Joseph, what had Grant done?

“I’m tellin’ ye, ain’t nobody here,” the woman said even more defiantly than before, and Mairi closed her eyes in relief that she was able to speak.

“I don’t believe you.”

The woman cried out in pain and Mairi turned and fled, unable to hear any more. She wanted to stay and help her savior, but she needed to get to Phin and tell him what she’d learned. Her plan to bring Grant back to Scotland was dust now. He wasn’t returning with her. He didn’t care about her or their family or land.

Good Lord, he wanted to kill her.

It was so dark she couldn’t even see her hand in front of her face. She ran with her arms outstretched, fingers occasionally brushing against the dirt walls. The floor was uneven, as if someone had carved it out of the damp earth, and she stumbled more than once.

She was sobbing, unable to stop the tremors that shook her body and forced the sobs from her throat. Had she left the woman to die at her brother’s hands? Was he beating her even now? Would she reveal Mairi’s escape route?

And why was there an escape route? Where was she headed? Was the woman telling the truth when she said someone would be waiting on the other side?

The only thing Mairi could do was have faith because she had no other choice unless she wanted to turn around and go back to Grant. But that wasn’t an option. Not if she wanted to stay alive, and not if she wanted to stop this mad scheme of his.

Had it really come to this? Running for her life from her own brother?

Eventually the tunnel sloped upward and Mairi had to force her trembling legs to pull herself up the incline. By now she’d stopped running, unable to go at that speed any longer. Tears had dried on her face and she could barely breathe through her stuffed nose.

She walked slowly, sensing she was getting to the end of the tunnel. She didn’t know how long she’d walked and run. A quarter of an hour maybe? A half hour? It was hard to tell time when you saw nothing.

Her fingers, stretched out in front of her, brushed against wood. She felt all along it, her mind picturing a door. Maybe something similar to the one the woman on the other side had.

She was afraid to knock. Afraid to find that the woman had lied to her and no one was on the other side. Or maybe someone was on the other side. Someone far more frightening than Grant.

She stood there for what seemed like the longest time. She had two choices. She could go back the way she’d come and face her brother, or she could trust the woman and knock on the door.

The woman hadn’t revealed Mairi’s hiding place even as Grant beat her. That told Mairi more than she needed to know. Later she would ask herself why, but for now she went on instinct and knocked three times.

Waited.

Knocked twice.

Waited.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Mairi strained to hear any movement on the other side. For a long while there was nothing. Just as she was beginning to think she should knock again, she heard the tap, tap, tap of someone quickly walking toward her.

The door slid open and she’d been correct, it was a panel just like the one on the other side.

And just like before a hand reached in and grabbed her. Mairi almost squealed she was so surprised although she didn’t know why she should be. She was yanked out of the tunnel and into a bright … kitchen? She wasn’t sure what she’d expected—after all, she’d just left a kitchen—but another kitchen wasn’t it.

Especially a bright, clean, well-organized kitchen. A woman stood before her. Unlike the woman in St. Giles, this one was clean. Her hair was swept up off her neck and her skin was clear, her gown well cut although it was a servant’s gown.

She smiled at Mairi, apparently not surprised at all to pull a woman from her wall.

“Good afternoon.”

“G—” Mairi had to clear her throat. “Good afternoon.”

“Come, sit down. I imagine you’ve been through an ordeal.”

The woman took Mairi’s hand and pulled her toward a wood plank table. She gently pushed Mairi down onto a bench and somehow produced a cup of tea. She sat opposite Mairi and watched her.

“Drink. It’s peppermint tea. Very soothing. I’m Barbara, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you, Barbara.” She took a sip of tea and let the minty warmth slide down her throat. Barbara didn’t question, nor did she seem surprised that Mairi hadn’t given her name.

“Polly found you, then?”

Polly? Was that the woman on the other side who took a beating for her? Oh, Lord, it seemed worse knowing her name.

“Yes.” Best to keep to short answers. Barbara seemed nice enough, but Mairi still had no idea who she was, who Polly was and what all of this was about.

“Someone is on their way to fetch you. Polly sent word ahead to expect you. She said you weren’t our usual sort.”

“Fetch me?” The usual sort? Just how many women were pulled out of the walls? Apparently quite a few or the magic walls wouldn’t be needed.

Barbara patted her hand. “No worries, love. You are well on your way to escaping those wretched men and mayhap to a new life altogether.” She waved her hand indicating the kitchen and insinuating that something like this might be within Mairi’s grasp. The place seemed cozy enough. Nice and bright and well kept. Not as grand as Phin’s house and of course nothing like Gabrielle’s, but much better than Polly’s. “Look what happened to me after I came out of the tunnel? I have a warm bed and three solid meals a day and the woman I work for isn’t so bad.”

“Ah.” She wasn’t quite sure what to say to that. Barbara spoke as if the tunnel had reborn her to a different life. Very odd.

There was a commotion in the front of the house. Barbara rose and smiled. “Here she is.”

Mairi stood too, the uncertainty and apprehension almost too much. Since the moment she was snatched in the square she had no idea what was going to happen next. Truth be told, the moment she left to find Phin she had no idea what would happen next. She wasn’t positive she liked living like this. She might not have had food at home and her future might have been uncertain, but at least she’d known where she was going to wake up the next morning.

The woman Barbara spoke of in near reverent tones swept in, navy skirts and all, took one look at Mairi and stopped cold.

“Mairi?”

She couldn’t help it. Mairi burst into tears, her relief so enormous she had no other outlet for it.

“Oh, my. Oh, dear.” Lady Gabrielle Addison moved forward and held out her arms just as Mairi collapsed into them.

She shouldn’t cry, but she couldn’t control it. All her emotions came bursting out of her and she was helpless against them. For the longest time Gabrielle held her and soothed her and rocked her and murmured to her until eventually Mairi calmed down enough to pull away and wipe the tears from her cheeks.

She sniffed as Gabrielle watched her, hands on her arms to steady her.

“Goodness,” she said, and for some reason that made Mairi laugh.

Goodness, indeed.

She was mortified for having fallen apart, but she was so relieved that it had been Gabrielle who walked through that door that her emotions got the best of her.

Gabrielle led her back to the bench and sat her down. With shaking hands Mairi picked up her tea and sipped the soothing peppermint.

Barbara must have slipped out because they were alone in the kitchen.

“I have to find Phin,” she said.

“Of course, but first let’s get you calmed down.”

Mairi shook her head. “I need to find him now. It’s imperative.” She stood suddenly, too nervous to sit still anymore. Now that she’d cried some, she needed action. They were wasting time sitting here when France was gathering its forces to attack England in less than a week’s time.

“Please, Gabrielle. Please take me to Phin.”

Apparently sensing the desperation inside Mairi, Gabrielle stood. “Very well. I’m unsure where Phin might be, but Sebastian may know.”

Mairi’s urgency was overwhelming and frustration gnawed at her. She didn’t want to stop to talk to Sebastian, but it was no use riding around London looking for Phin if there were simpler means of contacting him.

On the way out, Gabrielle bid Barbara goodbye, and Barbara wished Mairi luck as they climbed into Gabrielle’s carriage.

“No doubt you have questions about my presence,” Gabrielle said.

Mairi had been so concerned with locating Phin and so relieved to find a familiar face in this bizarre ordeal that she’d only given a passing thought to why Gabrielle appeared in Barbara’s home.

“I grew up in St. Giles,” Gabrielle said.

“But … you’re Italian.”

“I’m no more Italian than you are, my dear. I was born and lived the first twelve years of my life on the streets of St. Giles.” Gabrielle settled into the seat, fluffing her skirt and shifting until she was comfortable. “Most of that time I hid from the child snatchers. If it weren’t for the crown finding me …” A pause followed in which Gabrielle’s expression became rigid. She seemed to shake the melancholy away, though. “Anyway, the crown found me, educated me, sent me to Italy so I could grow up speaking the language then used all of what I’d learned to help them spy. I loved every moment of it. But since my marriage to Sebastian and my subsequent retirement from the spy business I’ve found myself at loose ends. I like to help people and I especially like to help girls—children, really—who are in the position I was in so long ago. It’s my goal to not only stop men who snatch young girls off the street and force them into prostitution but to save the girls as well. I’ve created a network of women willing to help me. You’ve met two of them.”

“Polly and Barbara.” She could barely comprehend what Gabrielle was telling her. Of course she’d known about Sebastian being a spy, but had no idea his wife had been one as well. It just proved to her that people were not what they seemed and that to judge them without knowing them was doing them a grave disservice.

“Polly finds them and sends them to Barbara. Barbara contacts me and I take them away. I have a friend who trains them to be maids. Polly takes her job very seriously. She’s always on the lookout, always ready. She lives in the nastiest part of the city precisely because that’s where the child snatching takes place.”

Mairi leaned forward and grabbed Gabrielle’s hand, startling the other woman. “Please, please, check on Polly. I fear she’s been hurt trying to save me. Grant … Well, he wasn’t kind when he questioned her about me.”

Gabrielle searched her face then patted her hand. “I’ll have an associate check on her right away, but Polly’s a scrapper. She’s been in these situations before and she’s managed to get herself out of them.”

Mairi slumped back in her seat, relieved that Polly had someone as powerful as Lady Addison on her side. “What you do is admirable.”

Gabrielle shrugged the compliment away. “What were you doing in St. Giles? Who were you running from, Mairi?”

Mairi looked away, the things she learned weighing heavy on her soul. Gabrielle used to be a spy; she was accustomed to this sort of thing, but Mairi was not. She was still shocked and a wee bit rattled.

The carriage clattered to a stop in front of Gabrielle and Sebastian’s home.

Gabrielle directed Mairi to Sebastian’s study, where he was sitting behind his desk. Surprise crossed his face when he saw her and his gaze took in her wrinkled, dirty dress, her hair that fell unbound past her shoulders. No doubt she had dirt on her face and tear tracks in the dirt.

“What happened?” His question was directed at Gabrielle.

“Barbara contacted me and said she had a package. When I arrived, Mairi was the package.”

Sebastian looked her over again. “You were abducted by the child snatchers?”

Mairi shook her head. The last time she’d been in this room she’d searched through his desk looking for damning information that would aid her brother. Oh, how glad she was that she’d found nothing. What if she had passed something on to Grant? Something that would cause more bloodshed and possibly harm Sebastian and Gabrielle?

“Where is Phin?” she asked.

“Looking for you.”

“I need to speak to him.” She knew she had to speak to Sebastian as well, but she wanted to see Phin first.

Sebastian drummed his fingers on his desk as he contemplated her. “I will send for him. What happened to you?”

She looked at Sebastian, then at Gabrielle, trying to decide what she should do next. She had to tell them everything, even if it meant they thought less of her. Good Lord she could even be arrested for treason herself, but it had to be done.

“Grant took me.”

Sebastian’s lips thinned. “That’s what we assumed. Where did he take you?”

“I’m unsure. Somewhere in St. Giles, I assume. That’s where Emma snatched me off the street as they were chasing me.”

“And what caused them to chase you?”

She looked at the floor. “I overheard them.” She glanced up at Sebastian, girding herself for what was to come. She needed to tell them now, needed to unburden herself from the guilt that lay so heavily on her it was difficult to breathe.

“The night of your dinner party I escaped to your gardens for fresh air. I swear I went out there only for fresh air and to be alone for a few moments. But Grant was there. When he discovered I was …” She wanted to say, friends with you, but hesitated because she felt presumptuous calling an earl and countess “friends.”

“When he discovered I was a guest here he asked me …” She closed her eyes momentarily, mortified and disgusted with herself. She pushed the words out as fast as she could, relieved and terrified to unburden herself. “He told me that he would return to Scotland with me if I could find what information you had on him.” Her words trailed off as Sebastian’s face tightened in fury.

“So you spied on us,” he said tightly.

“I’m so sorry.”

“And what did you discover?”

“Nothing. I swear to you I found nothing of consequence. A few letters regarding land but nothing that pertained to Grant and his mission.” She would not mention the letter regarding the necklace he had commissioned for Gabrielle. She would not ruin that for him.

Nevertheless he looked at her closely with hard, blue eyes that seemed to penetrate deep into her and doubt every word she said. She returned his look, willing him to see that she spoke the truth, that she was holding nothing back.

“I’m sorry,” she said again, not knowing what else to say. “I know what I did was wrong and I know you could arrest me for treason.”

Gabrielle patted her arm before letting her hand slip away as if she herself wasn’t certain what her husband would do.

“If it’s any consolation I feel terrible for what I did. Even that night I felt horrible.”

“I know you do, dear,” Gabrielle said.

“And so Grant snatched you off the street to find out what you learned?” Sebastian asked.

“Yes.”

“And what did you tell him?”

“That there was nothing in your desk. I learned nothing.”

“And his reaction?”

“He thought I was lying.” She licked her dry lips, wanting a drink of water desperately but not wanting to ask these people for anything. Besides, her stomach was protesting so much that she feared she wouldn’t keep even water down. “This morning I overheard Grant speaking to some Frenchmen.”

Sebastian stilled. There was something very disconcerting about how still he could keep himself. “And?”

She told him what she’d overheard. The date, the strategy, the way they chased her when they discovered she’d overheard.

Sebastian drummed his fingers on his desk and contemplated her although she sensed that he wasn’t really seeing her but putting pieces of a puzzle together.

“That’s all you heard?” he asked rather harshly, as if he thought she was holding back on purpose.

“That’s all. I swear to you.”

“And we should believe you after we brought you into our house and treated you as a friend only to have you snoop through my personal belongings?”

Friend. There was that word again only this time it felt as if it tore a hole right through her. They believed her to be a friend. Or they had.

“Sebastian.” There was censure in Gabrielle’s tone, but Mairi held up her hand to stop her.

“No. He’s right. You have no reason to believe me, but I am telling the truth, my lord. Yes, I didn’t think highly of the English. From my experience they take what they want and leave devastation in their wake. I had no love for them and did not want to come here for dinner, but Phin forced me. And while I was here I saw a different side to these people I hated so much and it surprised me to discover that you’re not all monsters. You’re very much like us.

“I left the dinner party and went outside because I was so confused. Nothing was as I thought and I needed to sort it all out in my mind. When Grant approached me I didn’t want to do what he asked, but I need—needed—my brother to return home with me to save our land and our people and to save me from marrying a hateful man who wants me only for the land I can provide him. I wasn’t planning to snoop when I came back inside, but then I overheard you and Phin talking about how Phin was using me to get to Grant and I became angry.”

“Oh, dear,” Gabrielle said, and it seemed as if Sebastian winced a little.

“I can see how that would convince you that all Englishmen are bullies,” he said, maybe with a wee bit of regret.

“It did. And in the heat of my anger I did something I would have never, ever done if I were in my right mind. Not that I’m making excuses. There is no excuse for what I did, but I did snoop through your belongings and I did try to find sensitive information in order to help my brother, and for that you have my heartfelt apologies. Please know that is not who I am.”

He stared at her for the longest time. How could one human being be so still?

“What you did was wrong,” he finally said. “But I can understand why you did it. Luckily I never keep sensitive information in plain view or in obvious places. You would have made a terrible spy, Mairi McFadden.”

Her shoulders drooped in a relief so intense she feared she would fall over. “I never want to be a spy. Ever. It’s very stressful business.”

Sebastian laughed and Mairi’s relief doubled, but just as quickly he sobered and contemplated her yet again.

“Do you know why Phin was using you to get to your brother?”

“For the bounty.”

“Is that what he told you?”

She thought back to their heated conversations and realized he’d never really said why. She’d accused him of that and he’d not denied it, but he’d never admitted it, either. “No.”

“Sebastian.” This from Gabrielle again, but Sebastian waved her warning away.

“She has a right to know.”

Mairi’s heart skipped a beat. “What have I a right to know, my lord?”

“Phin isn’t interested in the bounty on Grant’s head. The king has demanded Phin bring Grant to him. You see, Phin has his own bounty on his head and the king has offered to remove the bounty.”

It made sense now. It was about a bounty, just not the bounty Mairi assumed. And now she understood why it was so imperative that Phin capture Grant and why he was using her to do so.

“If Phin does not bring Grant in his life is forfeited.”

Mairi’s mind went blank. All she could do was look at Sebastian in confusion then disbelief. She turned to Gabrielle but saw the truth in her eyes.

“You’re saying … if Phin fails …”

“He hangs.”

She closed her eyes and her world spun in circles. She thought of Annabelle and Susan and even Mr. and Mrs. Horton. What would happen to them if Phin died?

What would happen to her?

She couldn’t bear knowing Phin lost his life because of her brother.

“I didn’t know,” she whispered.

“Of course you didn’t,” Gabrielle said softly.

Sebastian stood, his look full of pity and, yes, grief. Sebastian cared for Phin and he didn’t want to see his demise any more than she did.

“We will find Phin,” he said. “In the meantime you look like you could use a good meal and mayhap a bath.” His nose didn’t wrinkle but it looked like it wanted to.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Phin sat slumped in the chair across from a sleeping Mairi and ran his hands down his face.

The tears broke his heart.

When a boy arrived at his house with a note from Sebastian, Phin had raced here. Sebastian and Gabrielle told him that one of Gabrielle’s contacts had found Mairi running through the streets of St. Giles. Running. In St. Giles. It was a wonder that she survived at all.

When he thought of how close he’d come to losing her—to her losing her life—it was unthinkable.

He could only imagine what she thought when she realized Grant was after her not to save her but to harm her.

He wanted to kill the bastard.

She stirred. Her eyes fluttered open and she stretched, raising her arms above her and arching her back in such a way that reminded him of the precious nights they’d spent together. His body stirred, but his thoughts were far too heavy to pay it any attention.

She looked at him and gasped. “Phin.”

“Mairi.” He tried to smile, but his nerves were stretched taut. If he wasn’t sure that he loved her before, then he definitely knew now.

Her entire body seemed to crumple into the settee. “Sebastian told you?”

“He told me that you were found in St. Giles and rescued by Gabrielle’s network. He told me about what you overheard.”

“And?” she asked after a lengthy pause. “That is all?”

He frowned. “Is there more?”

She bit her lip and looked away, clearly distraught.

“What happened, Mairi?” Good God, if that bastard hurt her in any way he would kill him now, regardless of the king’s orders.

“I’m so sorry,” she said softly.

He was certain his heart missed a few beats. “Sorry for what?”

She couldn’t meet his eyes and that was more concerning than anything.

“Just tell me,” he commanded.

She began speaking in hesitant, broken sentences and the story unfolded of a late-night meeting with Grant, an agreement between the siblings, of snooping and spying and trading information.

As she spoke Phin turned cold, then disbelieving, then angry.

“I know you must despise me for what I’ve done. You brought me into your friends’ home and I broke your trust.”

He paced to the fireplace where he straightened a small statue then let his hand fall to his side. He wasn’t certain what to think. His mind was a jumbled mess.

“I apologize that you had to overhear my conversation with Sebastian,” he finally said, admitting the part he played in this. He couldn’t blame her for being angry or for lashing out. It was the way she lashed out that bothered him. “I wish you would have confronted me first.”

“I do too.”

She looked so small and defeated and pale against the dark fabric of the settee.

“Annabelle misses you.” He wasn’t sure why he said that. Except that maybe he wanted her to know there were people in this world who cared for her. Not people who relied on her for food and shelter, not a brother or a lover who used her, but someone who truly cared for her and missed her.

He’d missed her so fiercely he hadn’t been able to sleep at night. Just a few nights in his bed and she’d worked her way into his entire life, into everything he did and thought.

“I pray she wasn’t too traumatized by what happened.”

“She was distraught, but I think it had more to do with Susan being distraught as well.”

Mairi flinched. “I took Grant to task for the way he acted. It was unacceptable.”

He grinned. She couldn’t have been too upset if she called Grant out on the way he treated her.

“I want you to know that I understand why you’re angry with me. I shouldn’t have done what I did and I feel horrible for it. I’ve apologized endlessly to Sebastian.”

That Sebastian hadn’t said anything to Phin was something in itself. Either Gabrielle told him not to or Sebastian wasn’t too concerned about it. Although what Mairi had done was considered treason in the technical sense and she could be arrested for it.

But to say all was well wouldn’t be truthful, either. He was disappointed in her actions and even more disappointed that she hadn’t come to him first. Then again she’d just heard he and Sebastian discuss using her to capture her brother. A brother she desperately needed in order to save her land and her people. She’d been in a difficult situation and, really, what would he have done in her position?

He’d hoped he would have done the right thing, but one person’s right is another’s wrong.

“Come here,” he said softly.

She looked up at him with so much hope and grief in her eyes that he couldn’t bear it. He coaxed her forward with a wave of his fingers until she was in his arms, her head buried against his chest.

They’d been apart an entire day and night and still it felt like so much longer. He pressed a kiss to the top of her head and held her tight.

“It was so awful,” she whispered. “He wanted to kill me. My own brother.” She pushed her head further into his chest as if she could burrow away from the truth.

“He’s eaten up inside with hatred,” Phin said, knowing the feeling but wishing Grant had not taken it so far.

She pulled away from him and wiped at the tears on her cheeks. At some point he would get the entire story from her, like where she ran and the conditions she was kept in, but not now. Now she needed to rest and he and Sebastian needed to figure out where to go from here.

“He has to be stopped,” Mairi said. “I know that now. He can’t return to Scotland with me. I don’t want him in Scotland with me.”

“With the information you gave us we can stop him and we can protect England better. You’re a heroine, Mairi.” He smiled at her, but it didn’t lift the despair in her eyes.

“Being a heroine doesn’t solve my problems.”

Sebastian and Gabrielle walked in and Mairi pulled away to face Sebastian.

“Did you find him?” she asked.

“We couldn’t locate the exact building you described.”

Her hands fisted at her side. “I wish I’d paid more attention to my surroundings.”

“Difficult to do when you’re running for your life,” Phin said bitterly.

For the next hour both Phin and Sebastian questioned Mairi. She answered consistently. She didn’t break down, she thought carefully before answering and she gleaned enough information about the conversation she overheard that he felt good about it.

Sebastian didn’t look as confident, but then Sebastian tended to be more cautious.

By the time they finished, it was dark and too late to petition to see the king. They would try the next day to tell him about the plans Mairi had learned of. If anything this might buy Phin more time, especially if her information was correct and they stopped an invasion.

There were dark circles under Mairi’s eyes, and despite her nap she was exhausted.

“Gabrielle has a room prepared for you,” Sebastian said. “There’s nothing else we can do tonight. Get some sleep.”

She shot Phin an anxious glance and he smiled at her. “I’ll be right here.”

“You’re in love with her,” Sebastian said when she left.

“I am. I’ll be sleeping with her tonight. I don’t care what you say.”

“I wouldn’t dream of getting in your way,” Sebastian said with a half smile.

“Do you think the king will believe us?” Phin asked.

It was a tricky thing, speaking to the king. He tended to have a short temper and depending on his mood, he could accept what they told him and act on it. Or he could dismiss what they said and ignore it. If that were the case, then when the attack happened—and Phin had no doubt it would—then the king could turn on them and charge them with treason.

His majesty could also outright charge them with treason for even suggesting that someone was planning an attack on England.

What happened on the morrow could set the stage for the rest of Phin’s life.

* * *

Phin and Sebastian talked for a few more hours, strategizing, deciding what angle to take with the king, coming up with several different options depending on the king’s mood. Phin was lucky that he had Sebastian on his side. The king favored Sebastian, even though he was not pleased that his two best operatives married each other and retired. “Retire” was a relative term, Phin learned, for the king still demanded that Sebastian and Gabrielle work a case here and there.

Well into the night, long after Sebastian sent his servants to bed, the fire in the grate sputtered out and they’d had more than a few whiskeys, Phin went upstairs to Mairi’s room. If he’d thought to find her asleep, he was mistaken.

She lay on her side, her arm curled under her head and all that hair cascading around her in a froth of curls.

“You should sleep,” he said.

“I’m frightened,” she whispered.

“Sebastian has drafted a plan. Foolproof.”

“Please don’t tell me everything will be all right. I don’t want empty reassurances.”

Ah, damn. He’d never met a woman who didn’t like empty promises. Didn’t all women want to be made to feel secure? “I have a good feeling about this.”

“What if the king arrests you on the spot because you haven’t brought in Grant?”

He paused in unbuttoning his shirt and silently cursed his friend. “I see Sebastian has been spilling secrets.”

“Please don’t be angry with him. I’m worried about you, Phin.”

“Nothing to worry about.” He hoped she didn’t see his shaking hands. There had been a time in his life—hell, most of his life—when he would have laughed off these dire circumstances, but he was older now. With maturity came wisdom and responsibility. He was responsible for Susan and Annabelle and now Mairi. She might balk at that, but it was what it was.

“It’s a chance I must take.”

She sat up, clutching the sheet to her chest, her hair a wild riot around her shoulders and her eyes pleading. “Don’t do this, Phin. Please. What will it take to convince you to not go to the king tomorrow? Let Sebastian go in your stead.”

“Don’t, Mairi. Don’t ask this of me.”

“I want you alive. I want to know you are somewhere in this world, thinking of me, living under the same moon and sun that I am.”

“I can’t do what you ask. I must do this.”

“But why? For God’s sake, get out of here. Sebastian has the information. He can go to the king. He can stop the attack.”

He tried to hide his disappointment that she would ask him to run away. “Is that what you want of me? To act the coward? To run when England is threatened? When my friends’ lives are threatened?”

“I want you alive,” she said softly.

“Believe me, I very much want me alive as well.”

“This is not a jest.”

“Of course it’s not, but running away is not an option. It never was. I did things in the past I’m not proud of and now I have to face the consequences.”

“Not if we find Grant.”

“True enough.” He crawled onto the bed and took her hand. “Mairi, I don’t want to run the rest of my life. I don’t want to be a fugitive from my own country and my own family. For once I want to do what’s right and I want a chance at a life I thought I could never have. What if I succeed, Mairi? Have you thought of that?”

Her eyes sparkled in the light of the candles. He brushed her tears away with the pad of his thumb.

“I should have protected you better.”

“Oh, Phin. You live your life wishing you could protect those around you, but life’s not like that. You can’t be everywhere at once and some things are simply out of your control. Grant’s choices are not your fault.”

“I’ve made a lot of bad choices in my life, Mairi, but this is not one of them. For once I know I’m making the right choice.”

“I can’t bear it if you’re arrested.”

“Have faith that I won’t be.” And if he was, he’d made provisions for her. She would never have to worry about MacGowan again. He’d left instructions for Sebastian to purchase her land and maintain it. Mairi and her family had full use of it for as long as a McFadden lived on it. But he would not tell her this now. It would only cause more grief and anxiety.

She snuggled her head into his shoulder and let out a single sob. That was all, and it was much worse than a flood of tears. She was trying to be strong for his sake. And mayhap for hers, as well.

He pulled her to him and held her tight. This might be their last night together, or this could be the beginning of a long future.

“Make love to me,” she said into his shoulder.

Tonight was for soft touches and delicate kisses, for exploration and long, slow loving. He wanted to savor every moment of it, to memorize it, lock it away in a place deep inside where no one could touch it. Where only he had access.

He skimmed his fingers over every bit of her skin, the swell of her hips, the dip of her waist, the crook of her elbow. She moaned beneath him, but he would not hurry in this. He took his time even though it about killed him. Even though his body demanded satisfaction.

When she reached for him, he blocked her hand, certain he would explode if she so much as touched him. Her head moved from side to side, her eyes closed. When he finally touched her, slid a finger into her, she was so wet that it was dripping out of her. Her body took him, opened up and closed around him, enfolding and gently squeezing his finger. She moaned, pumping her hips.

With his thumb he rubbed her nub as he slid his finger in and out. She moved her hips faster and faster. He loved watching the expressions on her face, the slight wrinkle between her brows as she concentrated on her body’s response to his lovemaking.

She was ready. He knew her well enough to recognize the signs. She was racing toward a climax and he wasn’t about to stop her. He wanted to watch, to witness. She rose up, bracing herself on her elbows as she moved her hips.

“Look at me, Mairi mine.”

She opened her eyes. They were glazed, her face flushed, small pants erupting from her.

“Phin …”

“Let it come.”

“What about … you?” She threw her head back and ground her hips into his thumb as he continued to press against her nub.

She convulsed upward, bearing down, her teeth gritted as she climaxed, her muscles grabbing on to his finger. A low growl emerged from her, a few pants, another growl and then she collapsed back onto the bed, her chest heaving as she stared up at the ceiling.

“Give me … a … moment.” She lifted her arm then let it drop to her side.

He wasn’t giving her a moment. He gently flipped her over. She squeaked in surprise but was too worn out to protest as he lifted her hips, positioned them just so.

For a moment he admired the gentle curve of her arse, but only a moment. He rose up on his knees, found her opening with his finger and thrust into her, burying himself so far his head swam.

He stayed that way, letting her get used to the new position before he began moving. She rose up on her elbows and dropped her head to the bed. He grabbed her hips and pumped into her. It wouldn’t take long. He was on the edge.

But when he felt her climaxing again he slowed down, waiting for her to catch up to him. She was nearly sobbing now, making small noises with each thrust, pushing back and grinding into him.

“I can’t …” Thrust. “Hold.” Thrust. “Back.” Thrust.

Her hands fisted the bedsheets and he exploded into her, arching his back, pulling her toward him and pushing as far in as he could get. For a moment his world went black as his whole body convulsed.

In a distant part of his mind he heard Mairi scream into the pillow and felt her muscles contract around him, gently extracting every last drop from him.

Eventually he pulled out and dropped to his side. Mairi lay on her stomach, her legs splayed, her arms out to the side. “Oh my goodness.”

He chuckled but even that took effort. “Oh my goodness, indeed.”

“I think I broke something.” She rolled to her side and smiled at him. “That was very educational. I wasn’t aware I could bend and move in that way.”

“I can teach you other ways. Later.” He winced at his own aches and pains. “I’m sure you hurt.”

“Not now, but probably tomorrow.”

“We’ll take it easy, then. Maybe take a day or two off.”

She frowned. “Or two? I don’t like the sound of that.”

“My God, woman, you’re voracious.”

Her smile was wicked, her eyes dangerous. She was dangerous to him. To his heart. To everything. And he didn’t care. He was willing to give it all up for her. To make the biggest gamble of his life. With a little bit of strategy and a whole lot of luck, he might just win.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Mairi roamed from room to room. In the library she opened a book. A quarter of an hour later she discovered she was still on page one and couldn’t even remember the name of the book she was attempting to read. In the dining room she pushed her food around her plate. Any bite she put in her mouth tasted of sand.

She roamed the gardens, unable to concentrate on smelling the late fall flowers. At times she found herself staring at a blank wall, her thoughts lost to her.

Every so often Gabrielle would search her out, but she was a poor conversationalist and Gabrielle would drift away. Emmaline would poke her head in the door. Mairi assumed it was to make sure she was still there. Susan and Annabelle had come and gone, back to Phin’s house so Annabelle could take a nap.

In the late afternoon Mairi found herself in her bedchamber, not remembering walking up the steps. She lay on the bed, curled her knees to her chest and stared at the wall.

Phin, Sebastian and Nicholas left very early in the morning. Before the sun rose Phin quietly slid out of bed, but Mairi had been awake for hours. She hadn’t slept. The ball of dread building in her stomach kept her awake.

Fear kept her awake.

She understood why Phin couldn’t run away. It had been foolish to even ask him. He wouldn’t be Phin if he ran. But that thought didn’t make her feel better or stop the dread and the fear.

After being a pirate most of his life it seemed that Phin Lockwood had finally decided to walk on the right side of the law.

What if I succeed, Mairi? Have you thought of that?

What if he succeeded? He’d have his life back. No bounty on his head. No looking behind his back for the person who might be following to earn that bounty.

What if he succeeded?

What did that mean for them?

And did she have any right to be thinking that when at this very moment his life hung in the balance?

She’d heard stories of King George. Of course, they most probably were highly exaggerated because they were told by Scotsmen, but she’d seen the look in the men’s eyes as they left. Even they were unsure of the outcome.

And yet, because she had nothing but time and she was tired of thinking of the dire consequences, she allowed her mind free rein to think of the possibilities.

Forever with Phin.

Could it be possible? Was it even something he wanted?

No fear of the English since an Englishman would be farming her land. No fear of MacGowan since an English pirate would be farming her land.

That is, if Phin would want to farm her land.

Ach. It was a foolish dream. A hope she didn’t have any business hoping.

When Phin had climbed out of bed that morning, she’d sat up and watched him dress. She’d never seen him so formal before, and he was beautiful. So handsome. He’d worn black breeches, a black coat and a bloodred waistcoat. He’d worn a wig that covered his beautiful blond hair. And he’d leaned down and kissed her, taking her face in his hands and putting his lips to hers in such a reverent way that she’d wanted to cry but hadn’t.

There were no more words. All the words had been said the night before. There was nothing left.

That had been eight hours ago. Eight, long, lonely, terrifying hours.

If Phin had been arrested they would have heard by now. Wouldn’t they? Surely Sebastian would have sent someone to tell them.

Gabrielle warned her that it could take all day. Kings could be fickle. Time meant little to a monarch.

Gabrielle poked her head in. “This is good,” she said. “The longer it goes, the better.” She sat on the edge of the bed. Mairi sat up and pushed the hair out of her eyes, pulled her skirts down to cover her ankles and sighed.

“The waiting is excruciating.”

“It is. I even find myself wandering around the house with no destination.”

“How did you do this for so many years? I don’t like being on edge all the time.”

Gabrielle shrugged. “I didn’t know any different. My life was always on edge, running from the child snatchers, then later, working for the crown. It wasn’t until I married Sebastian that I even knew how to let my guard down. It took many months for me to become accustomed to it.”

Mairi pulled a pillow over and hugged it, grateful for Gabrielle’s company. “From what I understand, you and Sebastian tried to capture Grant before.”

“We not only tried, we succeeded. He escaped after we turned him over to the crown’s men.”

“I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“For the trouble my brother has caused all of you. I promise not all of the McFaddens are troublemakers.”

Gabrielle chuckled. “I like you, Mairi. You’re brave.”

“I don’t feel very brave.”

“Sometimes that’s when we’re the bravest. I can see why Phin loves you.”

Phin loved her? Phin loved her? She rolled that thought around in her mind for a bit. He’d not said such a thing to her.

“I can see I’ve shocked you,” Gabrielle said. “He hasn’t said anything to me but I can see it in his eyes. And I saw the way he reacted when he discovered you were missing. He was frantic, Mairi. I’d never seen him in such a state. I thought he would single-handedly tear the city apart searching for you.”

“That’s only because he needed me to get to Grant.”

“It may have started out that way, but that’s not how it ended. I don’t think he cared about Grant at that point. He just wanted you back.”

“He said that?”

“No, but I saw it. I was a spy, remember? I know these things.”

Could Gabrielle be right? And if she was right, why had he not told her? This was all so muddled and so much was going on that she had no right to even think about this. It seemed that King George was still mucking around in her life.

“I hate Englishmen.” She meant to only think the words but they were out before she could stop them. She covered her mouth, her eyes wide. “I apologize. I didn’t mean to say that.”

Gabrielle laughed. “No need to apologize. I can understand why you would feel that way. Since Sebastian and I tracked Grant for a long time, we know what your family went through.”

Mairi thought of Aileen, of the men she’d grown up with who were no longer. Of the surviving men forced to leave for work in the bigger cities and of the women and children waiting for her to return with Grant. When she began this journey she never thought she would end up not only liking some of the English she met but falling in love with one of them.

Because, yes, she was in love with Phin, as well, but was unsure what to do with those feelings when her life was such a mess right now.

Falling in love with an Englishman was tantamount to treason in her family.

“I don’t feel that way anymore,” she said. “I like you and Sebastian. And Emmaline and Nicholas and Claire and Nathaniel.”

Gabrielle patted her knee. “I’m glad. Because we like you and we think you’ll be good for Phin. Make him settle down. He’s been running for far too long.”

“I hope we get a chance,” she whispered. If Phin even wanted a future with her.

A shadow crossed Gabrielle’s face and it wasn’t reassuring. “I hope so, too. But Sebastian has a plan, and if you knew Sebastian, you’d know that his plans almost always succeed.” Gabrielle slid off the bed. “We’re serving a light dinner in the dining room. You’re welcome to join us if you’d like, but I understand if you don’t want to.”

Mairi stood, too. Being alone with her thoughts only made her more anxious. She wouldn’t be able to eat and she probably wasn’t the best company, but she wanted companionship, so she followed Gabrielle to the dining room, where Emmaline was already seated.

Gabrielle and Emmaline talked and Mairi half listened. A footman put a plate of food before her, but she merely toyed with it.

Toward the end of dinner, when Mairi was certain she couldn’t take any more of this waiting, the front door opened. Gabrielle and Emmaline’s conversation abruptly stopped. Mairi stood on shaking legs, a hand to her throat.

Sebastian entered first. Mairi anxiously looked behind him, her heart clenching in a fear so horrible she couldn’t bear it. Nicholas followed.

And then there was Phin.

Mairi cried out and ran to him. He opened his arms and caught her. For long moments she stood in his arms, uncaring that others in the room were watching. She listened to the steady beat of his heart, felt his hand move up and down her back and breathed in the lemony scent of him.

He was alive. He hadn’t been arrested. She was so relieved, her knees buckled. Phin tightened his hold and looked down on her with concern, but she shook her head.

Footmen brought out more plates of food. The men settled around the table, making noises about how hungry they were.

Mairi sat next to Phin but was unable to eat because her stomach was doing somersaults. She didn’t like the shadows in Phin’s eyes that told her that while today’s ordeal might be finished, it wasn’t over.

“Well,” Gabrielle demanded, “are you going to tell us?”

“I wasn’t arrested,” Phin said.

“We assumed that by your presence at our table,” Gabrielle said. “I feel there is more to the story.”

Phin nodded, his look grave. Mairi covered his hand with hers and squeezed his fingers. She didn’t think she could ever let go. He shot her a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“We waited for hours to get an audience with the king and when we finally did speak to him he seemed to be in good humor.”

“Because he’d just left his mistress,” Nicholas muttered, shoveling another bite of food into his mouth. “Excuse me for being indelicate,” he added, nodding to each lady.

“I’m sure that was the reason but it was our good luck,” Phin said. “Or my good luck, at least. He was not pleased when he learned I was so close to McFadden and didn’t bring him in.”

Mairi’s fingers tightened around Phin’s. He turned his hand over and held hers. He smiled at her, but she had no smiles inside. There was more to the story and she feared it didn’t bode well for him.

“He questioned Nicholas extensively about the attack. I’m pleased Sebastian thought to bring Nicholas with us. I believe it helped. Although in the end he didn’t seem too concerned. I’m of the opinion that he thinks of this attack as more of an inconvenience than anything.”

“He believes England is too strong and powerful. That France is foolish,” Sebastian said.

“And he would be correct in some aspects, but I still feel this threat is real and could cause considerable damage,” Nicholas said. “However, we had to be delicate with our wording. We couldn’t let him think we doubted England’s might.”

“It was a balancing act,” Sebastian agreed, reaching for his wineglass and taking a sip.

“I still think it’s too late in the year for a successful attack,” Nicholas said. “It’s too cold with winter approaching. The king agreed.”

“The men Grant was speaking to were adamant on the date,” Mairi said.

Sebastian nodded and set his wineglass down. “That’s what we told him. In the end he agreed with Nicholas that we at least needed to be prepared, so he’s ordering his ships into place.”

Mairi glanced at Phin, worried that he’d suddenly become silent. “So he believes the attack will happen?”

“I’m not certain,” Sebastian said. “But he agreed to consider the possibility and to dedicate part of the navy in defense just in case. He’s asked Nicholas and Emmaline to help.”

Emmaline smiled and nodded. “Splendid.”

Nicholas scowled, apparently not liking the idea of his wife fighting the French in a sea battle.

“And what about Phin?” Mairi asked softly.

The table fell silent. Sebastian and Nicholas looked at Phin.

“The agreement still stands. I must bring Grant McFadden in or my life is forfeited.”

Mairi closed her eyes as a sick feeling of despair crept over her. So it wasn’t finished yet. The threat still hung over them.

Phin squeezed her hand, but she felt no reassurance from it.

“We have men looking for Grant,” Sebastian said. “We’ll find him.”

They’d better find him before she did because his life would be forfeited if she found him first.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

For the next few days Mairi barely saw Phin except at night when he climbed into bed exhausted. She should have been embarrassed that they were living in sin, but she couldn’t find it in herself to be. They were living on borrowed time and the clock was ticking down.

There had been no sign of Grant until today when they finally heard that he had fled to France, which did not bode well for Phin. He didn’t seem phased by the sudden shift, however. “I’m a pirate, Mairi mine. I can sail to France if need be.”

Phin, Sebastian, Nicholas and a few of the king’s men met daily to devise a plan to stop the French. They seemed upbeat most of the time, secure in the knowledge that England would succeed because, well, it was England. There was no other option. Mairi had to roll her eyes at their arrogance.

In the meantime she thought about what would happen when this was finished. What would happen to her land? Her people? And she tried to cope with the reality that she’d turned her brother over to her enemy.

But the guilt she should have felt wasn’t there. She’d done the right thing. Trying to overpower a dominant country such as England was not only foolish but deadly. She hated what England had done to her way of life, but this was not the answer. More bloodshed, more deaths, more widows and more children without fathers would not solve anything.

She mourned her brother. Or at least the brother she used to know. This new man wasn’t the Grant McFadden she grew up with. This was a man eaten up by the hatred inside him. The boy she used to know had been kind and funny and loving. She often wondered what Aileen would think of Grant now. And their ma and da. What would they think?

All of those people were gone, however, and she was the only one left—the last of the McFaddens.

She was passing the library when she heard Sebastian and Phin discussing Grant.

“My sources found him in Cherbourg. Apparently the French fleet is converging there in preparation for the invasion.”

They were leaning over Sebastian’s desk, looking at a map. Sebastian poked his finger on the map. “Our best plan of action is to hide the English fleet on the small channel island of Alderney.”

“That’s smart,” Phin said. “It’s far enough away that they won’t get wind of us but close enough we can head them off before they reach England.”

Sebastian straightened and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m worried about McFadden. It will be damn near impossible to find him once the fighting starts.”

“Our best chance is to go into Cherbourg and snatch him beforehand.”

“But how? He’s on alert. He knows we’re aware of their plans. He’ll have himself surrounded by his men.”

The two fell silent, each looking contemplative.

“Perhaps I can help.” Mairi stepped into the room. The men’s heads swiveled to her.

“How long have you been standing there?” Phin asked.

“Long enough to know you need someone to flush Grant out so you can capture him.”

Phin’s smile was thin and weary and a bit patronizing. “We’ll figure something out.”

“I can do it. I can bring him to you.”

Phin shook his head, but Sebastian appeared intrigued.

“Why not?” she asked.

“It’s far too dangerous,” Phin said dismissively.

“And you’re the only one who is allowed danger?”

Phin looked at Sebastian for help, but Sebastian was contemplating her with interest. “It could work.”

“Absolutely not,” Phin growled.

Sebastian held up his hand, still looking at Mairi. “What is your plan?”

She shrugged. “I have no plan. But if you know where Grant is staying, I can go there. I could draw him out.” She was warming to the subject, her mind whirling with possibilities and ideas.

“It won’t work,” Phin said. “He knows you overheard his conversation. Hell, Mairi, they’re looking for you.”

“Then I shall give myself to them.”

Phin looked furious, his gray eyes the color of storm clouds.

“It would be dangerous,” Sebastian warned her.

“I’m aware.”

“All we would need you to do is get him outside where we could grab him.”

“I can do it.” Even as she said it, she was wholly convinced she could do it. The thought that she would be involved, that she would be useful was exciting and exhilarating. Would he trust her enough to follow her outside? What would she say to him? How would she convince him to talk to her alone?

Sebastian narrowed his eyes at her. “I think we should do it.”

“No!” Phin all but shouted. “Hell no!” He spun to face her. “I’ll not allow it.”

“It’s not for you to allow or disallow. This is my brother. My choice.”

In the end, it was simply too big for Phin’s objections. They pulled Gabrielle into the discussion and she agreed to give Mairi a crash course on spying. Of course she wasn’t to spy. She was merely to persuade Grant to walk out of the inn where he was surrounded by his men.

The thought brought butterflies to her stomach, but she knew that she needed to do this. She had to do this if she wanted any kind of future with Phin.

That night, Phin came up to bed earlier than usual. She hadn’t even changed out of her gown yet when he walked through the door. His jaw was covered in blond stubble, his eyes were weary and bloodshot, his shirt undone to halfway down his chest. He looked like the pirate she’d first met and her heart went out to him. Rugged and dangerous and sexy. Her pirate.

He slipped off his waistcoat. His cravat was long gone.

“You’re exhausted,” she said.

“I’m worried.”

“About me.”

He tossed his waistcoat on the nearest chair where it slithered to the floor in a heap.

“Why? Why are you putting yourself in danger?” he asked.

“Because what Grant is doing is wrong and he needs to be stopped. And because you’re putting yourself in danger. I can do no less.”

“This won’t stop the invasion.”

“But it will stop the king from hanging you.”

He looked away, rubbed the stubble on his jaw. “So you’re willing to risk your life to save mine?”

“Of course I am. I love you, Phin. I’d do anything for you.”

He went still, his red-rimmed eyes searching hers. “Ah, Mairi mine,” he whispered.

“You don’t have to tell me you love me too—”

“But I do.”

“It’s enough, my love for you. I know I come with … Pardon me?”

“I love you too,” he said softly.

“Do you truly mean that?”

“Would I say it if I didn’t?”

“No. Yes. I don’t know.”

“I think I fell in love with you the moment you pointed that silly pistol at me.”

“It wasn’t silly. It was a real pistol.”

“That would have put you through the wall of my cabin if you’d shot it.”

“I wasn’t planning on shooting it.”

His brows went up. “Then what were you planning? To use it as a cudgel?”

“It was meant to frighten you.”

He laughed softly. “It intrigued me more than anything. You weren’t the first woman to enter my cabin looking for something, but you were the first to point a pistol at me and demand my services.” His eyes twinkled, the shadows absent for once.

She didn’t even mind the reference to the other women, she just liked that they were bantering and that for a small moment the gravity of their situation was pushed aside.

“What frightened me was that you ruined my best pair of boots,” he said lightly.

“All part of my plan.”

He laughed and she joined him, but slowly his laughter died and the shadows gathered in those stormy eyes. “And if I say I don’t want you to do this?”

“You’ve already said that. Several times.”

He touched her shoulder and pulled her gently against his chest.

She leaned her head back and felt the steady beat of his heart.

He nuzzled her neck. “I thought about whisking you off to Scotland and marrying you, but if I’m hanged as a traitor you would not want to be known as a traitor’s wife.”

She turned in his embrace and brought him in for a fierce hug. “Don’t say that. I would love to be known as your wife, regardless of what happens.”

“No, you wouldn’t. Things would be bad for you. Just know that in my heart you are my wife.”

She bit her lip to keep it from trembling and touched his cheek. “I am honored.”

“I fear I’ve completely ruined your reputation.” A wicked gleam entered his eyes. “MacGowan would never want you now.”

“I’m beside myself with grief.” She smiled up at him. “But in all seriousness, I care not for my reputation. There will be no man after you, Phin Lockwood. You have my word on that.”

“I don’t want you to be alone for the rest of your life.”

“I won’t be.” She took his hand and placed it over her heart. “You will always live in here. I love you.”

“Ah, Mairi mine. You are my everything.”

She leaned into him and kissed him. He groaned, cupping her bottom in his hands and drawing her closer to him. She had to believe that this was not the end. That there was more for them. A future. Something other than this bleakness that threatened to pull her under.

She skimmed her fingernails down his torso, leaving a trail of goose bumps in their wake and causing him to shiver in response. He was so beautiful, so exquisitely sculpted that it took her breath away. Her fingers lingered on his tattoo, tracing the dark lines in curiosity.

“A moment of weakness,” he said as he kissed that sensitive spot between her shoulder and neck.

“It’s intriguing.”

“You’re much more intriguing than a tattoo.”

She smiled as she tilted her head back. “I would like a tattoo.”

“Would you now? Where would you put a tattoo?”

“Mmmm. Somewhere only you could see.”

“Ach now lass, you’re killin’ me.”

“Ah, I’ve brought out the Scottish brogue, eh?”

“Mmmm.” He kissed the tops of her breasts. “I’m interested in this tattoo you claim you want.”

“On my derriere, mayhap? Or the small of my back. Or …” She grinned wickedly. “On my thigh. A place that only you know about so when we’re not alone you can think about it.”

He groaned and kissed the spot between her breasts, then reached behind her and deftly untied her gown. “Tell me more.”

“On my breast? No. The new style for next year is for very low necklines. We wouldn’t want anyone else to see it.”

“I’d have to kill the person who tattooed you.”

“Whatever for?” She ran her fingernails up his thighs. The muscles quivered and he gasped.

“For seeing you in your altogether like that. No man will see my wife naked.”

She shivered at the wife reference. “We couldn’t have that.”

“Definitely not. I may get another tattoo.”

“In an indecent place as well?” The thought excited her far more than it should have. She never believed herself the type of woman to get excited about such things, but apparently she was.

“Mayhap.”

“And what would you get?”

“Mairi mine.”

She stilled and looked up at him. “Have I told you how much I love you?”

“Not nearly enough. Tell me again.”

“I love you.”

He gently laid her on the bed. At some point her clothes had been removed but she couldn’t precisely say when or how. Their sexy banter and his kisses and touch had made concentrating on anything else difficult.

Gently he nudged her legs apart with his knee and climbed between her. He was well made everywhere, a perfect specimen of man. She opened up to him and he slid right in with a soft groan. His eyes drifted shut and for a long while they stayed just like that. Him above her, inside of her, unmoving.

But her body demanded more, and filled so completely with him, she began to move. His eyes flew open and he moved with her.

Their connection was unmistakable and unbreakable, a connection that reached to her very soul and filled her with such a loving light that it brought tears to her eyes.

Here was her soul mate. The only man that would complete her. The one person in this world who knew her inside and out.

He moved slowly, never increasing his pace even though she could see he had to call upon his iron control to do so. His neck muscles bulged and sweat beaded his forehead. He kept his pace maddeningly steady, bringing her to the edge so many times she lost count.

“Please,” she begged. “Please hurry.”

“Not tonight, Mairi mine. Tonight is meant for slow and sweet.”

It took every bit of restraint to keep from grabbing his hips and forcing them to pump harder and faster. Each sweet slide of his erection along her wet passage was exquisite torture and exquisitely wonderful.

Her completion built and built and then built some more until she was certain she would burst into flames.

She was panting now with the strain of holding back, of not wanting this to end too soon. Of putting off tomorrow, of forgetting what awaited them on the other side of the door.

Phin was perilously close as well. With each thrust he grunted and blew out a breath, on the fine edge of release. His self-control was astounding and impressive.

“I can’t … hold on,” she panted. She tried. Oh how she tried to hold off the inevitable but her body was in control now.

“Phin!” She screamed his name, half sitting up as her climax seized her in its intense grip. She felt as if her entire body was gunpowder, exploding into a million, highly sensitive pieces. Phin surged forward, holding on until the very last moment. He growled, a possessive sound that held her in its grip until there was nothing left for them to do but float back down to earth, boneless and profoundly changed.

A long time later they were lying on their backs, their heartbeats having gone back to normal and the sheen on their skin cooled.

“I know I can’t change your mind about flushing Grant out,” he said. “But have you truly thought it through? You’ll be betraying your own brother.”

“But I’ll be saving you.”

“What would your father say?”

She drew in a breath and held it for a few beats. This was not what she wanted to talk about after the best lovemaking she’d ever had, but she knew this question was coming and she’d had plenty of time to think about it.

“Our father yearned for a free Scotland that was not under England’s law. However, he was also a wise man. Grant inherited his passion for Scotland but not his wisdom. I truly believe Da would understand that I need to do this. He would see what I see, that England is not going away, it will always be a presence in Scotland and now our goal should be to work with England for the betterment of everyone involved. Grant only sees what was the past and not what the future is. He’s … changed. He’s not the brother I grew up with or the brother my parents raised. Besides, when my choice is your life or my brother’s, I choose you.”

He rubbed his hand up and down her arm, warming her chilled skin. She loved his touch, loved being next to him like this, and she tried not to think that this might be their last night together. “You were the one who inherited your father’s wisdom.”

She loved her da beyond anything and would like to believe that he would understand that she had to do this. Like her he would be disappointed in Grant and saddened that it had come to this, but he would understand.

“I mourn who he once was, but I fear I won’t mourn what he has become.”

“I regret that you have to do this.”

“I regret what Grant has become. What I have to do is what is right.”

“When this is finished, I want us to marry.”

She smiled in the darkness. “I come with a very questionable dowry, I’m afraid.”

Through the darkness his chuckle drifted to her, wrapping her in warmth and love. “Well then I fear I must reconsider.”

She rolled toward him to peer at him through the darkness. “So the pirate becomes a gentleman farmer?”

“My father is probably rolling over in his grave.”

“If you succeed in capturing Grant and stopping this invasion you might receive the title he so desperately wanted.”

“I want no title. Just peace.”

Just peace. It seemed like such a simple concept.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

There was a sadness inside of her, a hollowness that wouldn’t go away. She recognized it as grief for she’d felt grief more times than she could count over the last several years. But recognizing the emotion helped little.

It was a double-edged sword she was holding. She wanted to go back in time to when she and Grant ran through the fields, laughed, played, even fought. To when there was love and laughter and light.

Where did it all go wrong?

When he decided to side with France?

Or when their family decided to side with the Stuarts? Was it her da’s fault for not seeing that Scotland’s future lay with England? If her clansmen—her brother—could hear her thoughts they would be furious. They would think she was the traitor.

When really all she wanted was peace. Just as Phin had said.

Was that too much to ask?

She was so weary of the fighting. And here she thought this on the eve of battle. She certainly had not imagined herself sailing into battle when she journeyed to England to find Grant. And she certainly never thought she would side with England.

While she still didn’t agree with the way England treated Scotland, she also knew that Grant’s way was not the right way, either.

Maybe someday the two countries could live in harmony. Maybe she would see that day or maybe her children would.

If she ever had children.

For it was not certain that Phin would survive this, either.

Her brother or her lover.

That was her double-edged sword.

Her head spun from the decisions she’d been forced to make and from the repercussions of those decisions. Mairi stood outside the inn in Cherbourg, France, and breathed deep, gathering her courage. From Scotland to England to France, her journey had certainly been eventful and enlightening.

Behind her, hidden in the shadows of the trees, were Phin and Sebastian. Behind them were their men. She could practically feel Phin’s eyes boring into her back. He still wasn’t happy with these events, but he was wise enough to know there was no changing her mind.

Go in. Bring him out. That’s all she had to do.

Go in. Bring him out.

She could do that.

Gabrielle had given her advice, but in the end Mairi knew she would do what instinct told her to do. Squaring her shoulders she entered the inn and stopped just inside the door. No one pointed at her and announced her as a spy or a traitor. No one even looked at her. She wore a long cloak, the hood pulled over her head, hiding her features. Luck had been on her side when the rain started falling earlier in the day so a hooded cloak wasn’t unusual. Neither, apparently, was a woman in the inn. There were many of them, from serving girls and barmaids to prostitutes. She fit in none of those categories.

The Sword and Thistle was like any other pub in England and Scotland, crowded on this wet, dreary night with men who preferred the company of one another instead of their wives. Most were sailors. All were French. Or at least it seemed that way.

They were loud. Loud laughter. Loud conversations. An occasional argument that was quickly silenced by more laughter. A few card games took place at various tables. A serious game of dice took up a large corner of the room.

She found Grant in the corner, surrounded by men, looking solemn as those around him laughed and talked. His dark gaze roamed the room, his body tight, on edge. She still knew him well enough to know when he was worried, tense. If possible he looked even thinner, his hair unkempt, his eyes sunken. Could it be that his decisions weighed as heavily on him as they did on her?

There was a stab of regret that pierced her low in the heart but only a quick stab. The brother she knew wouldn’t have been in a French pub on a stormy night on the eve of an English invasion.

He was far from the door, as far as one could get. Beside him was a hall that probably led to the kitchens and a back door. She recognized the tactic from the lessons Gabrielle had given her. He had assessed the situation and was near a quick escape route. She would have to weave her way between all the men and the whores to get to him.

She only had so much time. Phin had given her a deadline and if she wasn’t out of the pub in a quarter of an hour he was coming in after her. Nothing she could say would deter him so she’d better get moving. Another deep breath for courage, and she began making her way through the pub. A few men glanced at her, a few stared, trying to place her among the women, no doubt. She wasn’t a serving girl. She was too old. She wasn’t a barmaid. She was dressed too well. And she wasn’t a prostitute because she had too many clothes on.

The only thing she could be was a furious wife. She bit back a smile when they hurriedly looked away. Was there relief on their faces that she wasn’t their wife?

She sidled up to Grant, but he’d spotted her when she was halfway to him. His brows were drawn down, as if he couldn’t place her.

“Hello, Grant.”

She hadn’t lowered her hood but he must have recognized her voice for he jerked and then shot out of his chair.

“What the bloody hell are you doing here?” he whispered harshly. He grabbed her arm in a grip tight enough to make her wince.

“I came to see you.”

“In France?” He looked around as if half expecting someone to be following her.

“Yes, in France. You promised me you would return to Scotland if I agreed to help you. I upheld my end of the bargain. You have not. I am here to take you home.” She deliberately made her voice rise until the conversations around them faltered, then stopped. People began to stare.

Playing on that, she stomped her foot and proclaimed loudly, “You promised me.”

“Silence,” he growled, looking a bit anxious.

“No, I will not be quiet. We had an agreement.”

The men sitting at his table looked menacing with their muscular arms and mean expressions. She’d never seen them before. They certainly weren’t of Clan McFadden. Grant shot them an anxious look.

“Not here,” he said. “Let’s talk outside.”

“It’s raining outside. I don’t want to go outside. Why are you here in France? I thought the inva—” He shook her so hard her teeth rattled together.

“What in the hell is wrong with you? Shut your mouth. Do you want to get us killed?” He was frantically whispering now as he was ushering her out the back door. The last she saw of Phin and Sebastian they were around front. She prayed they had the back door covered as well.

“Why did you run?” he asked as he pushed her down the short, empty hall that led to a door that she assumed led outside.

“Because your men were chasing me.”

“They were chasing you because you were listening at doors. Ma and Da taught us better, sister. Where did you go after you ran?”

“Some woman found me and took me in until I could find you. You certainly made it difficult.” She sounded put out when in reality her heart was beating so hard she felt sure he could feel it through his tight grip on her arm.

He shoved open the door and pushed her outside so that she stumbled into the rain and nearly fell.

She spun around and plunked her hands on her hips. “That’s no way to treat your sister.”

“Listen to me, Mairi. I don’t know how you got here …” He looked at her more closely and comprehension dawned in those familiar green eyes. “How did you get here?” he asked with enough menace that she wanted to step back but didn’t dare.

“On a ship. How else?”

“Who brought you?”

“We did.” To her enormous relief Phin and Sebastian stepped out of the shadows, flanked by two of Phin’s men.

Grant turned to run but Mairi stuck her foot out, tripping him. He fell in an ungracious heap in a puddle of mud.

They grabbed him, one on each arm. Grant struggled, but it was useless. He was outnumbered. And it was over just like that. It was almost a letdown how easy it was to capture him.

“You should have gone to Scotland with me.” She spoke the truth, from her heart.

For a moment she remembered the good times. Of the two of them running through the fields, hiding in the shadows while their parents entertained the nearby landowners. Of slipping into his bedchamber during nasty storms. Storms much like the one tonight.

There would be no more of that. There hadn’t been for some time. She allowed herself to grieve for the man Grant could have been.

“So you’ll betray your country?” he sneered.

“I’m not the traitor here, Grant. You are.”

“Bitch.”

“Shut your mouth,” Phin growled.

Grant’s brows rose. “So that’s the way it is, eh? I’m disappointed you’re not more discerning as to whom you’ll lift your skirts for. Really, Mairi, an Englishman?”

Phin punched Grant in the mouth. He went down hard in another mud puddle, splashing mud on all three of them.

Sebastian and Phin hoisted Grant between them. Her brother’s head hung down, his dirty hair swaying as they dragged him away.

He did this to himself. She had to remind herself of that, but it was difficult when what was left of her family was being led away to the king to be charged with treason. She gulped in air, lifting her head to the clouds and blinking the tears away. Something in her heart closed with a loud clang, the innocence she’d thought long gone.

Eventually she turned and followed. Grant would be held in the brig on Phin’s ship. The capture of Grant McFadden would not stop the attack, however. He was nothing but a casualty in France’s bid to conquer England. France would persist.

She could only hope they would not succeed.

* * *

“How are you feeling?” Phin dropped down beside her on the chest she’d been sitting on. She was close enough to the railing that if she were to be sick, she could be. Luckily she’d only experienced a slight nausea, easily controlled. So far.

“Better than I thought I would.”

“And how are you doing with all of this?” he asked.

She shrugged. “ ’Tis a horrible thing, betraying one’s brother.” She rested her head on his shoulder. She had not allowed herself to believe that it was over. They still needed to get Grant to England and to the king. The last time he was captured he’d escaped. She could not let that happen this time.

He put his hand over hers and squeezed. “You were brave and I was scared to death.”

She smiled. “I was scared to death, as well, but it had to be done. He had to be stopped.”

“Even so, I’m sorry it had to be you who stopped it.”

“There was no one else.”

Phin patted her hand. “Well, Grant is safe in the hold. He’s not going anywhere, and it will be I who returns him to the king. We’ll not risk another of his escapes.”

“Tell me something, Phin.” She toyed with the edge of her cloak, afraid to look at him. Afraid she would lose her nerve.

“What bothers you, Mairi?”

“James, one of the men who works my land, told me about you.” She finally looked up at him to find that his expression had hardened. “Was I sent to you on purpose?”

For a long moment the only thing that moved on him were the ends of his hair as it was teased by the brisk wind. Her heart thudded. She’d suspected such a thing but had never voiced her suspicions. In a way it didn’t matter and in a way she felt betrayed, but the betrayal wasn’t deep. Before James had come to her she’d been floundering, trying to decide what to do and how to do it. James’s suggestion had seemed like a godsend.

“I see,” she finally said.

“Mairi—”

She held out her hand to stop whatever he was about to say. “I won’t say I’m not hurt because I am. I was used from the beginning to bring my brother in.”

“That’s how it started, but it got muddied along the way. I began to have feelings for you and …” His voice trailed off.

“And you still would have captured him because your life depended on it. I understand.” She ran her palms down her skirts, smoothing the wrinkles.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly.

She drew in a deep breath. “Truly, I’m fine. I understand now why Grant needed to be captured. I wish none of it had to happen, but it did, and if it hadn’t happened this way then I may have never met you and to be completely selfish, that’s more important than anything.”

“I love you, Mairi.”

Her smile trembled. She loved this man so much. “We each did what we had to do and in the end our missions merged.”

“That’s one way to look at it.”

She shrugged away her hurt for there was no room in her life for such an emotion. There’d been too much hurt in her past. It was time to let go of all of it.

“Would it help to say you made the right decision?” he asked.

“Because it benefited England?”

“Because it saved lives.”

“Only if we stop France’s fleet. There’s no guarantee we will.” They didn’t even know how many ships France had. The crown had given Nicholas twenty-four ships. A massive showing for something the king didn’t fully believe would happen.

“You have little faith in mighty England.”

She smiled thinly. “I have more faith in you.”

“Ah, Mairi mine. You unman me.”

* * *

Nicholas had hidden the twenty-four ships on the north side of the island of Alderney. According to Phin it was the perfect place to watch the French fleet leave Cherbourg. The English planned to fall in behind the fleet, cutting it off from France as it engaged them in battle. But there was debate as to whether France would sail at all. The storm from the night before had abated, and then picked up momentum. Storm clouds were rolling in great waves. Black and angry, it appeared to be a fierce storm, kicking up cold winds that whipped the sea into a frothy cauldron.

“They would be foolish to attempt an attack in such a storm,” Phin said to Sebastian.

“They’re foolish to attempt this anyway,” Sebastian said.

“Do you think they’ll not attack?” Mairi asked.

“I think they will attack. But I think they will wait,” Sebastian said.

“I don’t. I believe they’ll use the storm as a cover and leave sooner than we anticipate,” Phin said.

Sebastian scoffed. “That’s utter foolishness to even think such a thing.”

Phin shrugged as if it mattered not to him what Sebastian thought.

It began to rain. Cold, hard drops that stung the skin. Mairi took refuge under the orlop deck where she could still see but was out of the bite of the wind and rain. Phin tried to urge her into his cabin but she wasn’t quite ready to abandon her post yet. Waves slammed into the rocky shore of Alderney, sending up huge sprays of water that came crashing down. The ships rocked, pulling against their anchors. Instantly the deck was wet and slippery. Thunder crashed above as lightning split the sky. Visibility was reduced to nearly nothing and Mairi began to believe Sebastian that France would not attempt an attack now. Surely the wind would smash the ships onto the shore.

But not long after, just as the sun was going down, they heard the call of the lookout ship. The French fleet had been spotted on the move.

Instantly Phin’s men hurried to their stations, rainwater dripping off them.

Phin pulled anchor and expertly maneuvered his ship around the northern point of Alderney. Nicholas’s ship was behind Phin’s, and Emmaline’s behind Nicholas’s. The rest lined up behind them.

“Sailing in this is suicide,” Sebastian said.

Phin just shook his head. It might be suicide, but they were committed to stopping the French.

Mairi’s nausea increased as the storm raged. She forced the bile down as she clung tightly to the bench beneath her.

Phin looked at her solemnly, rainwater dripping down his face and soaking his shirt and coat.

“This is it.” She trembled but more from fear than cold.

“This is it.”

The two fleets met just a few miles from Alderney’s shores. The closer they sailed, the better Mairi could see them. As the storm abated a bit she counted twenty-one vessels and her heart leapt in relief. The French were outnumbered by three.

Surely three extra ships could mean the difference between victory and loss.

When the French realized it was the English behind them there wasn’t much they could do other than press forward or stand and fight. So they fought.

The first shot came from the French, followed quickly by a retaliating shot from England.

Black smoke covered the deck of the Wanderer as she shot her cannons. The sound was enormous, echoing in Mairi’s chest and head. She gave a passing thought to Grant, chained in the hold. This was what he fought for? This was what he believed would help Scotland? More war? More death? More suffering?

The Wanderer pitched to the side, the wind nearly capsizing the vessel. After a few tense moments it slowly rolled the other way, revealing a French ship so close she could see the men on her deck rushing about to light another cannon. A shout of alarm rose from Phin’s men as they raced to their stations.

Phin stood amid the chaos, a calm center the men looked to for support and encouragement. In that moment Mairi had never been prouder of anyone. He faced death head-on, with a grim expression, unflinching. He called commands to his men, constantly searching the sea for the enemy.

If she didn’t know she loved him before, she did now. For his fidelity to his men and his country, for his leadership and for his strength. This was the type of man Grant should have been.

The sky lightened to the east, the sun making its appearance and announcing a new day. France’s ships were highlighted in an orange glow. Phin was following a few ships as they valiantly tried to outrun the English fleet, but the storm was wreaking havoc on their plans. They struggled with their sails. Two flapped in the wind and in horror Mairi watched as two men climbed the mast only to be tossed off and thrown into the sea by the rising wind.

Phin ruthlessly followed even as the ships entered the mouth of a river. Two entered, then three before Mairi realized that Phin’s ship was hanging back, allowing them to enter the river. Phin was yelling orders to his men. She held her breath as men she knew climbed the rigging, but they were smarter than the French, for they climbed so the wind was at their back pinning them to the ropes. They fought to pull in sails, some even cutting the ropes that held them.

A French ship, desperate to follow its mates into the river, misjudged and crashed into the rocky shore. It seemed to disintegrate almost immediately, shattering into splinters of wood. Men jumped, attempting to reach the rocks as the ship listed to the side.

The rain slackened as dawn gave way to morning. Mairi realized the orange glow that she thought was the sun was actually a ship on fire. Debris was scattered as far as the eye could see. The French fleet was in disarray, its ships just as scattered.

The vessels that had raced into the river were trapped in the shallow waters. A cry arose from Phin’s men and even Phin smiled as the French flagship, mired in mud, struck its colors in surrender. She understood now that Phin had anticipated this and had hung back, waiting for the ships to sail to their demise.

When the sun was at its zenith, they assessed the damage. The English suffered minor casualties, having lost only one ship and several men. The French were utterly defeated, their casualties staggering.

Phin ran up to her, his smile wide. Mairi stood on shaking legs just as he swooped her up and spun her around. “We did it, Mairi mine.”

Mairi laughed and wrapped her arms around Phin’s neck. The fear abated, replaced with a euphoria she’d never felt before. Death and destruction surrounded her, but there was such a sense of intense relief, of being alive that she couldn’t think of that now.

Phin spun them around and she clung to him, laughed with him. It was a relieved laugh, an unbelievable laugh. Carefully he set her down and put his hands on her shoulders, looking into her eyes.

“We did it,” he whispered.

“You did it.”

“We all did it.”

He kissed her hard, stealing her breath and her laughter as the rain peppered them.


Chapter Thirty

The return voyage to England was tense. They sailed with the storm so the tired, battle-weary men had to now battle Mother Nature. When they docked all that was left was the low rumble of thunder in the distance and the wet streets.

It was late, well past the time that working people were in bed. It had taken them all day to help the damaged English ships then sail for England. The streets were strangely, eerily deserted.

Transporting Grant from the ship to land was a tricky business. He was rowed ashore by Phin’s men while Phin and Sebastian sat in the same boat. Mairi followed behind them in another boat. The moon reflected off the water and she could easily pick her brother out. He sat in the middle, Phin in front, Sebastian behind. His hands and feet were bound, but his back was straight, his head held high. When Phin removed Grant from the hold he’d stared through her as if she weren’t even there at all.

While she was torn apart with grief, knowing she’d sent her brother to his death, there was naught she could say to him, so she’d stepped aside and let them pass.

On shore a carriage awaited them with a driver that looked part criminal, part pirate and altogether unsavory. Grant was pushed inside the carriage and joined by two of the king’s men. Phin and Sebastian rode in front of the carriage. Mairi was given her own horse. She was so exhausted that she barely made it up on the beast before the entire procession of guards and carriage rumbled forward.

She was freezing, the storm having brought the colder weather with it. She shivered so fiercely she feared she’d fall off her mount. She’d been given a blanket, but it was difficult to stay upright and hold the blanket at the same time. She opted for staying on her horse, so the blanket was little protection against the biting wind.

If tension was high on the ship it was unbearable now. No doubt every man guarding the carriage was thinking of the last time Grant had been captured. All of the guards slaughtered.

She sent up many prayers to God that the same fate did not await all of them. For she had no doubt that the first person Grant would go after would be her.

As they slowly made their way through the streets, word spread of the strange procession passing through. Even though it was late at night and most decent people were in bed, they came out of their homes to watch—in their nightclothes, caps on their heads, eyes blurry. They knew something important was happening and they wanted to be privy to it.

Mairi ignored them and concentrated on keeping her seat. It was all she could do to keep her frozen fingers around the reins.

They reached the king’s residence and dismounted. Phin had to hold her for a few moments so the feeling would return to her legs. Feeling her feet was nigh on impossible and she gave up on that hope for the time being. Phin and Sebastian flanked Grant and they all marched up the steps and into the castle.

At any other time Mairi would have been mortified to enter the King of England’s residence in her sopping wet clothes, her hair a tangled, wet mess that hadn’t seen a brush in almost two days, but she was too tired and too grief-stricken to care.

She was walking directly behind her brother with the heavy thought that this would probably be the last time she ever set eyes upon him. She blinked away tears, reminding herself that this was his fault. Even so it still hurt that she was losing her last living relative. Grant had been a fool and no help whatsoever when she needed him the most, but he was still her brother and she feared being all alone in the world.

They entered a large room devoid of much furniture except for a chair here and there. The place was cavernous, the ceiling tall. And it was cold. There was no fireplace to warm them.

And there he was, sitting upon his throne, fully dressed as if it weren’t the wee hours of the morning when he should have been in bed. She guessed that was the life of a king. If you were needed, you had to be ready. He looked like any average man with the exception of his beautiful clothes. That surprised her a bit. She’d always thought of King George II as a giant, wielding his power like the highlanders wielded their claymores. But there were no claymores and King George was simply a man. A man with much power, but a man nonetheless. It made her feel a bit better.

Then she noticed Sir Atwater standing on the other side of Sebastian and she felt even better. At first she’d been wary of the man, but after learning who he was, that he was the man in charge of the Office of Intelligence and that Gabrielle and Sebastian trusted him, then her opinion changed. That he was here hopefully meant he was fighting for Phin’s life as well.

The king’s sharp gaze flickered over the lot of them. A bedraggled, grubby-looking bunch they were, too, with the exception of Atwater, who appeared as if he’d come from a ball.

Sebastian stepped forward and bowed, but before he could speak the king’s gaze settled on Phin. “So you found him. I was beginning to doubt the stories I’d heard of you, Lockwood.”

Phin stepped forward, dragging Grant with him. “I did, Your Majesty.”

The king eyed Grant for a long time. Her brother looked back impassively, never flinching, never faltering. In some ways she was proud of his strength, but that’s where her pride ended.

“What have you to say for yourself, boy?”

Grant pressed his lips together and stared at the king, who simply smiled and waved a bejeweled hand in the air. “Away with him to the Tower. I will deal with him in the morning.”

With a heavy heart Mairi watched her brother go. He never once turned back to look at her. He simply walked that last lonely walk with his guard and disappeared through a door.

Goodbye, Grant.

“Your Majesty, if I may,” Phin said. “I would like to present Miss Mairi McFadden.”

She swung her wide-eyed gaze to Phin. What was he about now?

The king looked at her closely. “McFadden? Are you any relation to the miscreant Lockwood just brought in?”

Phin cleared his throat. “She is, Your Majesty, but I would explain if I may?”

At the king’s imperial nod Phin began talking. He spoke of Mairi’s kidnapping at the hands of her brother, how he blackmailed her into spying for him and how she learned the valuable information that eventually led to the defeat of France’s plan to invade England and how she put her life on the line to help capture Grant.

She feared that mayhap he was laying it on too thick. Sure she’d helped in whatever way she could, but the picture Phin was painting was of a strong lass who was willing to die for England. Which was balderdash. That wasn’t her. She was merely a woman protecting the innocent and abandoned.

“If not for Miss McFadden, we would not have successfully thwarted France’s plans and we would not have captured her brother.”

“Does Mr. Lockwood speak the truth?” he asked her.

She stepped forward on shaking legs and numb feet. “I, uh. I’m afraid Mr. Lockwood is being too kind, Your Majesty. While I did do all of that, it wasn’t as grand or dangerous as he makes it seem.”

“You were held hostage in St. Giles?”

“Um. Yes.”

“And you traveled to France, entered a French pub and flushed your brother out among England’s enemies?”

“Well. Yes.”

“Then I believe what Mr. Lockwood has described is spot-on, yes?”

She licked her lips and blinked, overcome by the force of the king’s personality. She didn’t need Sebastian’s warning look to know it was suicide to nay-say the king. “Yes.”

He slammed his hand down on the arm of his chair, making her jump. “Then England is in your debt, Miss McFadden. What would you like in return as recompense for all you have done for us?”

She looked blankly at Sebastian and then Phin while Atwater stared impassively ahead. Was the King of England asking her what she wanted from him? Was this even really happening?

Sebastian smiled and nodded. Phin winked in encouragement and Mairi straightened her shoulders and faced the king. “Well, my lord, I would like to live without fear of the English soldiers terrorizing my people. I would like to live on the same land that McFaddens have lived on for centuries without fear that someone stronger and mightier than I will take it away from me. I want peace, my lord.”

Did one call a king “my lord”? She had no idea. Good Lord she’d probably just insulted him by using the wrong title.

The king frowned at her. “That’s asking much for a Scotsman,” he said.

She flinched. She had gone too far and asked for too much. But this was the only thing she wanted from England. Peace in her small part of the world.

He tapped his hand on the armrest, his many rings making a loud racket that echoed inside her aching head. She fought to control her shivers, but they intensified the longer he stared at her.

You’ll be walking the same path your brother just walked, Mairi dear. You were too greedy.

The king nodded, as if coming to a decision. “Very well, then. I’m very aware of where McFadden land sits. It could play a pivotal role in future uprisings if, God forbid, you Scots get it in your head to raise arms again.”

She schooled her face to show no emotion even though inside she cringed. The king had no love of the Scots, that was for certain, and he also had no fear of expressing that lack of love.

“You may keep your land, Miss McFadden.”

She breathed out a sigh of relief so enormous she was certain he heard it from where he sat.

“However, I must insist that an Englishman oversee it and ascertain that you McFaddens stay loyal to the crown.”

“If I may, Your Majesty.” Atwater took half a step forward, breaking his silence. “I would recommend that Lockwood oversee the land. Now that he’s finished with his pirating he will have plenty of time on his hands. I feel it’s the perfect project for him.”

Mairi pulled in a deep breath, her gaze swinging to Phin, who was looking stoically at the king.

“Lockwood, eh? Yes, I believe you are right, Atwater. Capital idea, that. Can’t have him sitting idle.” He slammed his hand down on the armrest again. “It’s settled. Lockwood you are to look after this land. Make sure no Englishmen give Miss McFadden a hard time and keep those McFaddens in line.”

Phin’s lips twitched. “Yes, Your Majesty. Of course.”

Mairi just barely managed to maintain her giggle. And to think she had at first thought Atwater her enemy. She had thought all three of these men her enemy and in the end they had proven to be more of a family than her own brother had.

The king nodded and his men came forward to escort them away. Apparently their audience was at an end and Mairi never even had a chance to thank him.

The four of them walked out of the castle and breathed a heavy sigh.

“Well,” Sebastian said as he looked up at the dawning sky. “I believe I will go home to my wife now.” He slapped Phin on his shoulder and nodded to Mairi before sauntering away, whistling a jaunty tune.

“Miss McFadden.”

Mairi turned to Atwater. It was the first time he’d ever actually spoken to her.

“If you ever find yourself in need of a job, find me. I could use talent such as yours.”

Phin growled. Atwater smiled and ambled off in the opposite direction of Sebastian.

“I could never do that.”

“Do what?” Phin asked.

“Work for Sir Atwater. It’s too nerve-racking. I’d much rather work the land.”

Phin made a sound of satisfaction that had her grinning.

The street vendors were pulling their carts into place and the city was just beginning to wake up. Mairi felt like she had lived and died a thousand deaths in the past two days. But she also felt free and light.

She smiled up at Phin.

“Do you care that I will be overseeing your land?” he asked.

“Do you want to oversee my land?”

“I believe I do.”

“Well, as long as you don’t throw the women and children off the land or allow MacGowan to have it, then I’m fine with it.” Not that she had any say in the matter. But that didn’t even bother her because Phin was looking out for her heritage and that was all right with her.

“Never,” he said with feeling, then paused before saying, “What are your thoughts about living there?”

“Considering I’ve lived my whole life there, I’m very much in favor of it.”

“And what are your thoughts of me living there with you?”

She paused to catch her breath. “I, um, am very much in favor of that as well.”

“And what are your thoughts of raising our children there?”

“Children?” she asked faintly. “Well, I believe I would be in favor of that.”

“That’s good, Mairi mine, because I definitely want to live there with you and raise all of our children there as well. After we marry, of course.”

Her smile started inside of her, deep in a place that hadn’t smiled in a long while, then spread throughout her entire body. “I would have it no other way, Captain.”

He took her hand and they began walking. “Then let’s begin our new life together, shall we?”


Epilogue

Mairi found him on the battlement looking out between the crenels, the waning sun spreading its orange and gold rays across the McFadden lands.

“Surveying your domain?” she asked as she folded her arms around him from behind.

“I never thought my domain would be in Scotland.”

She hummed in agreement and looked at the newly plowed fields. “They’re finished.”

“Finally. I was beginning to worry.”

The happiest day of Mairi’s life wasn’t the day the minister declared she and Phin husband and wife, but the day King George absolved him of all his past sins and forgave the bounties on his head. His life was his to lead from that day forward. That he chose to live it with her still astounded her at times. It was a far cry from the day when she’d pointed a pistol at him and demanded his services.

They married a few weeks later in a small ceremony with only Phin’s friends in attendance and Susan and Annabelle as their witnesses. Soon after they sailed to Scotland to Mairi’s home, where the women and children awaited. It would be an understatement to say they were shocked that Mairi didn’t bring Grant home but instead returned with an English ex-pirate as her husband who swore he would save their land.

MacGowan had been especially surprised when Phin paid him a visit to tell him that the McFadden land had been granted to him by King George himself, and that Mairi was now his wife. It was no small relief that she wouldn’t have to see that man again.

And once word got out that the McFadden keep had a new leader, men started trickling back, looking for work. Phin was more than happy to give it to them, too.

And best of all, Susan and Annabelle were expected to arrive any day. It was Mairi who convinced Phin to invite them to live in Scotland. Here Susan could shed her past. No one knew what happened to her and she could finally acknowledge Annabelle as her daughter. Mairi had high hopes that Susan would find a wonderful man to spend the rest of her life with.

Phin pulled her up beside him and put his arm around her shoulders, shielding her from the still biting wind. Spring was coming, but winter was putting up a valiant fight for supremacy.

He leaned over to kiss her temple and she leaned into him. She worried that he would become bored living the life of a gentleman farmer, but he laid her fears to rest. She should have known that Phin would be unlike any other gentleman farmer she’d ever known. He liked to work beside the men, to till the soil and muck the stalls. Like the sailor he was, he felt he was no sort of leader unless he worked as hard as those he led. And the men appreciated that.

Slowly they began to trust him and Mairi knew a sense of satisfaction and pride in her husband.

“Barley will go there,” he said, pointing to the horizon.

“Uh-huh.” She’d heard this so many times she could recite it in her sleep and could probably plant the seeds herself.

“I thought to plant shellfish over there.” He swept his arm to the left.

“Uh-huh.”

He turned to her with twinkling eyes and a soft smile. “Mairi mine, you’re not listening to a word I’m saying.”

“Of course I am. Barley and shell—Oh.” She smiled sheepishly, caught.

He chuckled and rubbed her softly rounded belly. “You have enough on your mind as it is.”

By the end of the summer their babe would be born. Another generation of McFaddens. Mairi’s hope was that her child’s generation would find the peace that Grant fought so hard for without the violence he advocated. She still thought of her brother occasionally, but she only thought of the good times now. Someday she hoped to give her babe a sibling so they could run through the fields together and hide in the keep to spy upon their ma and their da just like she and Grant had done.

“Come inside, Mairi mine, before you become chilled.”

Phin turned them around and led her back into the warm keep, where fires burned cheerily. She looked over her shoulder at the setting sun just now dipping below the line of trees and knew in her heart a peace she’d never felt before.
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Chapter One

London, England, November 1815

“Get up!”

If not for the fact that the rage-filled voice bellowing in his ear was speaking English, Christian Trent, the Earl of Markham, might have thought he was back in France.

Certainly the press of cold steel at his throat flooded his brain with memories of the war: nightmarish memories, pain-filled memories. Memories he fervently tried, but hopelessly failed, to forget.

Experience had taught him that when one was in such a precarious position, with a sword at one’s windpipe, with the identity and reasoning of the attacker unknown, one was wise to act cautiously.

Without moving a muscle he pried an eye open and tried to focus on the person who was holding the deadly weapon at his neck. The slight movement of his eyeball sent pain stabbing through his head. His mouth tasted like sawdust. Christ, he must have drunk more than he thought last night.

“I repeat, get up!”

To emphasize his request, the attacker’s sword point pierced Christian’s skin. A small trail of warmth trickled down his neck.

In a ghostlike voice, so as not to disturb the pounding in his head, Christian answered, “How can I get up with that sword at my neck? I might still be half foxed, but I have enough wits about me not to push myself upon your weapon,” and with his hand he batted away the blade.

The sword immediately swung back into place.

As lethal as the sword itself, the voice uttered, “That would save me the bother of killing you.”

For a split second Christian welcomed the idea of death before he doused it with an exhaled breath.

He ignored the cannonballs rioting in his head as he twisted and turned, desperate to untangle his limbs from the satin sheets wrapped around his naked body. He did his best to ignore the dizzying weakness his movements evoked. The headache had him willing the contents of his stomach to stay down.

Where was he? The brothel? He recalled he’d paid for a woman. He knew she’d shared his bed. He could smell her lingering scent.

He drew a deep breath and calmed his mind. He had always prided himself on his ability to use his brain more effectively than any weapon to get himself out of predicaments.

“You’re a perverted reprobate,” his attacker sneered.

He tried once more to rise. There was no doubt he’d rather collapse back into a drunken slumber, but through the degrading sickness, his body prickled with stark unease. It was like a second sense, and it had saved his life many a time before.

A movement in the shadows alerted him to a second man’s presence. This silent enemy moved across the floor to throw the curtains wide. Sunlight bounced off mirrors positioned strategically around the room, stabbing at Christian’s eyes like a sharp hunting knife. Christian put his hand up to ward off the sun’s blows.

The presence of the men in his room indicated he didn’t have the luxury of being able to lie down and resume his sleep. So much for drink-inspired oblivion. He’d not endured two years on the battlefields of France to die in a brothel in his own country. Clutching the sheet to his body, he swung his legs over the side of the bed and attempted to lever himself up, gritting his teeth against the hammering in his brain.

He clamped down on his rising panic. Panic did not serve anyone. Fear was the enemy. He’d learned that many times on the battlefield.

“You’ll pay for what you have done.” The second man’s voice indicated he liked to smoke—it was thick and gravelly. Like smoke, his anger was barely contained.

Christian’s throat constricted, as if the proverbial noose were tightening around his neck. He didn’t need a sword under his chin to understand that these men were serious.

His mind quickly evaluated the likely avenues of escape. The windows were the closest options. Although the room was on the second story, if he jumped, he could land safely on the hedgerow beneath. Alternatively, the bedchamber door was wide open, so if he could slip past both men, he could make it down the servants’ stairs.

He was still at the brothel. The Honey Pot was high-class, and even though he’d been a frequent customer there since his return from the war, he had never, ever slept here.

He rubbed the back of his neck. What had happened last night?

Anger cleared the fog clinging to his brain, but only for a second. He ruthlessly clamped down on his temper. Anger was a weakness. When consumed by anger, men lost control. As a child he’d watched his father repeatedly lose control. His father’s rages turned him into a man Christian did not recognize, and as a boy he’d suffered from the consequences. Besides, it led men to make impulsive decisions, and he was anything but impulsive. “Other than taking a little pleasure in this miserable world, what exactly do you—” He paused. “—gentlemen think I have done?”

“Pleasure? Pleasure?” The sword finally swung away as the man’s anger overcame him, and he gestured wildly. “Pleasure? You brought a young, innocent girl here—here!—and defiled her,” he bellowed.

Christian’s fists clenched the sheets. His voice held steady, his tone even. “I beg your pardon. Brought a girl here …? I did no such thing. I’ll call out any man who utters such scandalous allegations.” But because he was not stupid, Christian felt his world slipping out from underneath him.

He’d changed at Waterloo, and not just physically. The puckered, reddened flesh of his neck, upper right arm, and torso was a constant reminder to him, and everyone else, that he was no longer the man he once was. The ugly burns on the right side of his face twisted his mouth and eye, making him a monster. But it was his inner soul that had changed the most. He’d grown sick of the pain, the pity, and the nightmares. At first, the laudanum he took was a necessity due to the agony of his burns. Now he used the drug not only to dull the lingering pain of his wounds but also to soothe his inner torment. The memories of the flames peeling his skin haunted him still.…

He’d been weaning himself off the opiate gradually—had he overindulged last night? He swore under his breath. Why couldn’t he remember?

He wiped a hand over his eyes, attempting to clear their drunken haze and get a clear view of his accusers. Christian swallowed back more bile. He was in trouble—the man before him was none other than the Duke of Barforte, with sword drawn. Looking past the Duke, Christian noted that the Duke’s eldest son, Simon—an acquaintance more than a friend—was the second man in the room. His sword was also drawn. Simon’s pale blue eyes looked at him with a coldness that made his insides recoil.

Barforte moved back to the bed. “We shall see the proof!” He pulled the sheets away from Christian’s disfigured body. “She’s marked you,” he said, gesturing down at Christian’s naked body, “with the blood of her innocence.”

Christian knew before looking upon his nakedness what he would see. But still he had to look. He glanced down past his horrific scars, and the bile he’d earlier kept down rose again and entered his mouth.

Blood. Dried traces of blood.

Snippets from last night suddenly flooded into his head. Vivid images, erotic images that turned into confusion. He’d paid for a woman to come to his bed—Carla. Had there been more than one?

Christian gulped air into his tightening chest.

Yes, he’d drunk a lot last night. But he would have sworn he’d not taken laudanum. He had drunk enough to ignore the look of revulsion on his paid companion’s face. Before Waterloo, although brandy used to leave him slightly befuddled, he’d always remembered where he was and, most important, who he was with. The fight against Napoleon had ensured that he learned to keep his wits about him at all times. Then he’d been badly burned. Now he seldom remembered what day it was.

He ran a hand over his mouth. Think! He turned toward the two men and summoned to his face a calmness that his rollicking insides did not feel. “Gentlemen, I think there has been some kind of grievous mistake.”

“Mistake? Everyone saw my daughter leave the Duchess of Skye’s ball in your carriage!”

Real fear clawed at his chest, but he stayed calm. “Grayson Devlin, Viscount Blackwood, took my carriage last night. I walked and hailed a hackney.”

This was absurd. He had never even met young Harriet Penfold, the Duke’s only daughter. He did not attend balls any longer. A man whose face sent children running from the room was an object of pity and embarrassment at such events.

He tried to stand up, but the Duke pushed him back down. Christian repeated his denial, snapping, “I did not bring Lady Penfold here.”

“The state my daughter was in, I could get very little out of her except your name.”

“It was not me. She is mistaken.” Think, damn it. Why would a chit he’d never met accuse him of such a crime? She couldn’t possibly be trying to trap him into matrimony.

The cold spread and coated his skin. Could he have done this heinous act during one of his blackouts? Could she have gotten into his bed, and then, in the throes of one of his nightmares, had he …?

He shook his head. The dense fog on his brain would not clear.

Simon spoke, his voice razor sharp, slashing at Christian’s already fragile conscience. “Now she’s a liar too. I would never have thought a man of your honor could do such a thing.” He coughed. “But I know of your condition. If not for that, and the fact you saved my brother William’s life on the battlefield at Waterloo, you’d be dead by now.”

The Duke didn’t look as if that counted for anything. “Pah! Previous heroics be damned.” He spat on the floor. “His father’s blood flows in his veins. I’m going to see you ruined. If I didn’t have to save Harriet’s reputation, I’d have you hung, drawn, and quartered. My daughter is hysterical, covered in bruises and cuts where you beat her, and is so traumatized she cannot be left alone.” He was purple with rage. “Like father, like son.”

Christian flinched under the low blow. He was not like his cowardly father. He’d proved it on the battlefield. Blood was not thicker than water. He would never hit or hurt a woman. Or would he?

He thought of the French woman who’d so casually set fire to the cart he had been trapped under, happy to watch his skin burn, and he knew, to his horror, this was no longer true.

To survive, he would. He’d do anything.

But could he have done such a vile act now that he was safe and the war was over? His mouth dried even further. In one of his blackouts, perhaps he would.

Fear, stinking fear, slid over his nakedness.

It seemed illogical that he’d been set up. He couldn’t for the life of him understand why anyone would go to such elaborate lengths to discredit him. He was nothing, a nobody. His injuries had made him a recluse from society. He was the decorated war hero everyone pitied and no one wanted to look at. They admired his sacrifice for mother England, but they did not want the constant reminder of it.

His stomach churned. He hated the pity. The flinching when people saw his face he could take. He flinched at himself too, hence his aversion to mirrors. But pity …

Simon voiced the question swirling in Christian’s mind. “Would you have us believe someone has impersonated you? Why would this occur? Stop denying the changes in you since Waterloo, and do the honorable thing. Leave England, or I cannot say what my father will do to you.”

Simon was right. Christian had no enemies that he knew of, and prior to the war he’d been one of the popular, lovable group of rogues known as the Libertine Scholars.

He and five of his friends had attended Eton together, and they’d taken to books and learning, drawn together by a desire to use their brains for more than just sport and whoring—not that they hadn’t partaken of their fair share of those, and then some more. So much so, they’d earned the nickname of the Libertine Scholars, sin and learning being a wickedly exuberant combination.

Those happy and enjoyable days now seemed a distant memory.

Christian ran a hand through his hair and licked his cracked lips. “Could you pass me the water jug—please?” he asked, stalling for time so that he could try to make sense of what he was hearing.

“Bloody cheek,” said the Duke, but Simon passed him a glass of water.

“I’d never do this.” He stared hard into Simon’s eyes and saw a shadow of doubt flickering in their uneasy depths. “I’d never hurt your sister. I abhorred my father’s behavior. I am nothing like him.”

“Perhaps you committed this terrible atrocity because of everything you’ve suffered. Perhaps it has unhinged your mind.” Simon could not hold his gaze. “I think it best if you leave England. And don’t ever come back.”

“I’m not running. I did not—I could not have done this.” But his voice lacked conviction.

“You know you have not been yourself since Waterloo. Grayson—Lord Blackwood—tells me the blackouts have been getting worse. Can you honestly tell me you remember everything about last night?”

Grayson. Grayson was the only reason Christian was still alive.

Damaged, but alive. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about that.

He shook his head. “No. On my honor, I cannot categorically state I remember everything about last evening. But surely the ladies of the house will vouch for me.”

“We cannot find a woman among them who shared your bed last night. The madam didn’t even know you were here.”

This was getting ridiculous. Christian ran a hand over his face. God, he was tired. Since Waterloo he couldn’t remember when he’d last had a proper night’s sleep. His nightmares made sleeping next to impossible.

Every time he closed his eyes he felt the searing heat melting his skin and the horrifying smell of his impending death. The unbearable pain …

He sucked a steadying breath deep into his lungs.

The madam did know he was here. Christian was the Honey Pot’s most consistent customer. What woman in her right mind would want to touch him unless paid to do so?

Christian stood and began pulling on his breeches. “I paid for a woman to come to my bed—I do remember that. Something is amiss. I remember that the woman seemed very cheap. Usually I have to pay over the odds.”

Simon had the gall to look at him with pity. “You don’t remember bringing Harriet here?”

“God damn it, I did not bring your sister here. I walked here. I remember because I noticed the chill.” Christian suddenly halted in his dressing. “Maybe this has something to do with Harriet. Maybe someone is trying to discredit her, not me.” He swallowed. “If that is the case and I have been used as a tool for vengeance, then I will of course do the honorable thing and offer my hand in marriage to save her reputation.”

The room fell silent, and the Duke’s fists clenched by his side, his face flaring red with rage.

Holy hell, he’d said the wrong thing.

“So that’s what this has been about. You can’t get any gently bred woman to marry you, so you resort to dishonor in order to trap my only daughter.” The sword was back at his throat. “I should slit your throat from ear to ear.”

Christian looked toward Simon for understanding, but the coldness had returned to Simon’s eyes.

“You think I’d let Harriet marry you now? She’s so traumatized she can’t even say your name without shuddering. You marry her? Why, I’d sooner marry her to a leper.” The sword pressed into Christian’s neck. “No. I have a more fitting punishment in mind for you. With you out of the way, this incident never occurred. I’ll protect my daughter from disgrace and ensure Harriet marries a man befitting her station.”

Christian’s muscles tensed; the Duke wanted him dead. But he hadn’t survived months of agony to die at the end of a sword held by one of his own countrymen. Through lowered eyelids he appraised his chances of making it to the door. He’d learned that when the odds were stacked against him, it was far wiser to retreat, regroup, and live to fight another day.

He assessed the room, and a plan began to emerge in his mind. If Simon would just move away from the door, toward the windows, he could make it past the Duke. He might be scarred, but he was healthy and strong, something that many of his contemporaries overlooked.

He feigned a move toward the window, and Simon, seeing that his father’s sword had the door covered, moved to block that avenue of escape—perfect!

Christian made for the door before the Duke even had time to blink, although the Duke’s sword sliced Christian’s neck on the way past.

Hell, what was one more scar?

His bare feet hardly touched the floor as he ran for the back stairs. For once, he didn’t care that his twisted and marked body was on display.

He’d only just taken a couple of steps down when he scented danger in the form of floor polish—but it was too late. His feet slid out from under him, and he went down headfirst, tumbling down the narrow staircase. Tucking himself into a ball, he tried to protect his head.

He thought for one moment he might survive the fall unscathed, but when the iron doorstop came into view at the bottom of the stairs, dread set in. He knew he was going to hit it. He desperately clawed at thin air, trying to ensure he found the open doorway, but his actions were in vain.

I hate it when I’m right, was his last thought before his head collided with the iron doorstop. Then pain seared through his brain until, mercifully, everything went dark.
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