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Praise for  Romancing the Pirate

“Beattie’s passion for the sea sparkles on every page, as does her love of adventure and of crafting a sensual love story between two headstrong characters.”

—Romantic Times

“A fast-paced historical romance that brings to life the seventeenth-century Caribbean Islands . . . An enjoyable and exciting tale.”

—Midwest Book Review

“A delightful romp across the Caribbean. If you like pirates, this is sure to please you.”

—Night Owl Reviews

 

Praise for

What a Pirate Desires

“A feisty heroine, a tortured hero, and a sassy parrot along with strong doses of betrayal, action, and plenty of cunning . . . [A] fun romance.”

—Publishers Weekly

“This nonstop pirate romance has it all: high-seas adventure, a daring quest, a courageous heroine, and best of all, a to-die-for pirate hero. Beattie has penned a fine romantic tale of two unforgettable characters. I’ll be watching for more from this author!”

—Jennifer Ashley, USA Today bestselling author of  Lady Isabella’s Scandalous Marriage

 

“Beattie uses rapid-fire repartee, double entendres, and a daring heroine and dashing hero to spice up a tried-and-true plot-line, turning this into a nonstop read.”

—Romantic Times

“This terrific seventeenth-century high-seas pirate romance works because Samantha comes across as an avenging . . . pirate captain. Verbal battles . . . sharper than swordplay. Fans will enjoy this fine at-sea cat-and-mouse tale.”

—Midwest Book Review
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To my daughters, Natalia and Taryn. I love you! You are, by far, the best treasures in the world!




One

Nevis, the Caribbean 
1660

 

Claire Gentry pushed open the heavy door and made her way across the crowded tavern, through teetering drunks—though it was barely sunset—and down to the table that held her destiny. Without more than a nod to the three other men that sat around the table, Claire took her seat.

“You sure you’re in the right place, boy? This here’s a bettin’ table and the stakes are high. Bigger men than you have wanted in and were tossed out.”

Keeping her gaze cool, Claire dug into her jacket pocket and dropped two fistfuls of coins onto the scratched surface.

“I’m in,” she answered, keeping her voice low. Not many people looked past her dirty clothes and face, and she’d learned over the years that people mostly saw what they expected. And since they didn’t expect a young woman to be bold enough to walk into such an establishment dressed as a downtrodden sailor, they didn’t see one. It was what had kept her alive for the last few years.

She’d run from her duplicitous marriage, and the lying bastard who had tricked her into it, determined never to count on anybody again. Her future, her life, was her own, and by God, nobody was going to let her down ever again. However, looking at the shiny coins and knowing how hard they had been to come by, how long it had taken her to save them, she could only hope that she wasn’t about to let herself  down.

She’d been looking long and hard for the missing half of the map, and when word had gotten round that it would be here today, she’d taken everything she had. It all sat before her now.

The man to her right whistled between his teeth. “Looks like he’s in the right place,” he said.

“Where’s the map?” she asked, keeping her coins close. She wasn’t pushing them into the middle until she saw what she’d come for.

“You think you’re man enough to find this treasure, boy?”

“It’s not muscle that’s needed to find the treasure, it’s brains. And I have more than enough of those.”

The men who’d circled the table, curious to see who’d bet on part of a treasure map, guffawed at Claire’s taunt. Though the man across from her chuckled and his grin ate up a portion of his large square face, there was little humor in his gray eyes. When his gaze, as sharp as the knife she had tucked away in her boot, locked on to hers, she felt a snap of cold against her cheeks.

“Spoken as though you already know what’s on that map.” He leaned forward and his sticky breath floated over the table’s surface and slid up Claire’s nose. “How would that be, given that the map is at least five times older than you are?”

Claire knew she had to be careful. He was right. She  had half the map memorized in her head, thanks to her father, but it would be more than foolish of her to let anybody know that. It would likely cost her her life.

She shrugged. “Hearsay, is all.”

His eyes narrowed, but he leaned back in his chair. Claire slowly released her breath.

“Hearsay will get you killed,” came a rumble from her left.

She looked past the last chair, the one that had yet to be occupied, to the man who’d spoken. She watched as he pulled out a wrinkled piece of paper, spread it out before him. Claire’s stomach turned inside out.

“But the map is real, and if you want to play for it, you have to pay for it,” he said with a gravelly voice that sounded as though it hadn’t been used in a long time.

Claire eyed him curiously. His hair and beard were black, his eyes a deep blue. It was a striking combination, one made all the stronger by the emptiness she saw in his eyes.

“Why haven’t you found it?” one of the onlookers countered.

The man raised his gaze. “I lost more looking for that treasure than I ever would have gained by finding it. It means nothing to me now.”

The pain in his voice drew Claire, and though her heart went out to him, she didn’t move. Nothing would give away her gender faster than such a womanly gesture. But then again, maybe not. She looked over at the women in low-cut dresses, their breasts straining against their corsets, and mentally sighed. There was a reason she could get away with posing as a boy and it had nothing to do with hiding her curves. There simply wasn’t enough there to worry about concealing.

“He’s got no problem taking your money for it, though,” someone called.

The man with the map silenced everyone with a cut of his icy glare.

“Well, I’ll take my chances,” Claire said and pushed her coins to the middle.

“As will I.”

Though the room was filled with loud conversations and bad singing, Claire’s ears heard only that one sentence. She hadn’t seen Nate Carter in eight years, not since he went back on his word, but she recognized the voice even before her eyes rolled up his tall body and latched on to the face she’d dreamed about more often than the lying bastard deserved.

Her stomach dove to her toes. Nate was here. He was here and so was the map she’d told him about when she’d still been foolish enough to believe that a man’s word meant something. Betrayal burned a hole to her belly. He’d come for the treasure, the treasure they’d talked about together. The treasure he’d promised her they’d find together. Only he’d never come back for her. It was only one of the lies he’d led her to believe.

From under the brim of her hat, a hat she tugged a little lower, Claire willed herself to remain still, a difficult task with her heart racing and her hands wanting nothing more than to slap Nate’s lying face, despite how handsome it was. She wasn’t concerned about being recognized, not with her hair cut short and the auburn color hidden under the wide hat. Not when he’d likely forgotten about her once he’d stepped out of the orphanage doors. Stepped out and never looked back.

And damn him for looking better now than he had then. Nate’s shoulders, which had already been substantial at sixteen, were even broader now. His dark brown hair was  much the same and still had a few loose strands that fell over his forehead. Skin bronzed by the sun and further darkened by a shadow of beard covered his chiseled jaw.

Nate reached inside his jacket, put a black leather pouch bulging with jingling coins onto the table before taking the empty seat.

The man to her left picked up all the coins, dropped them into a small sack. He slid the map into the middle of the table.

“Best hand wins,” he said. The cards snapped as he shuffled.

“My name’s Sid,” said the man to her right. “Just thought I’d tell you now who it’ll be winning the map.”

The man across from her shook his head. “That’ll be me, James.”

“What’s the matter, boy, don’t have a name?” Sid asked.

“Clarence,” Claire said, using her father’s name, as she usually did if anyone bothered to ask. She held her breath, but Nate wasn’t paying her any more mind than he was the other players, less in fact since he didn’t bother to do more than nod that he’d heard. His eyes barely touched on her, certainly not long enough to see past the shadow of her hat and the dirt on her face. Did he not think her capable of coming on her own? Did he believe she’d given up on ever finding it, or had he long since forgotten she even existed? Her eyes narrowed. None of those possibilities sat well with Claire.

Although she really should be relieved that he wasn’t looking too closely.

“And you?” Sid asked.

“Nate.”

There was a long pause as everyone turned to the man who was shuffling.

“Cale,” he answered grudgingly, dealing each of them five cards.

With the cards now in play, more spectators circled the table. Unfortunately with them came the combined smells of men who stank of rum and stale tobacco, and who’d gone far too long between visits to the bathhouse.

Claire looked at her cards one by one. A ten, an ace. Her heart pumped, another ten. The last two cards were useless, a six and a five. Still she had a pair and she had to hope it was good enough.

“You’re first,” Cale said to Sid.

“Why me?” the grown man said. Though he had to be at least fifty, if the field of gray hair on his head was any indication, it didn’t stop him from whining.

“Because you were here first.”

Sid sighed, turned over his cards.

“Ace high.”

Claire exhaled slowly then looked at James.

“Pair of eights, king high,” the man said, his eyes sliding from Claire to Nate as he tried to gauge their reactions.

Claire swallowed hard. She was one step away. Hunger for the map gnawed along her nerves. She needed this. Her life was consumed with finding this treasure and she was tired, so very tired, of coming up short. If she lost . . .

She took a deep breath. She wouldn’t; life wouldn’t be that cruel.

“Pair of tens,” she said, flipping over her cards. “Ace high.”

James inhaled sharply.

All eyes turned to Nate. Claire’s palms were damp and her feet tapped under the table. Please, please, let him have less than her pair.

For the first time since Nate had arrived at the table, he  smiled. And as his teeth flashed against his golden skin, Claire felt her world begin to shatter.

“Three threes,” Nate said. He laid them out one at a time but all Claire saw was a blur of suits.

She’d lost. Just like that. Feeling sick, she rose unsteadily.

“You all right, boy?” Nate asked.

Claire couldn’t look at him, not at him or anyone else. She had nothing. Nothing! The paper on the table was so close and her body shook with a need to take it. Take it and run. Her hands curled at her sides, but she didn’t move them. She’d never get out of the tavern with it; Nate would catch her before she made it to the door.

Nate. The bastard didn’t deserve it! She bit her lip when tears stung her eyes. With a last look at the paper that would have made every difference in the world to her, she pushed her way through the crowd.

“Hey, boy,” Sid called. Claire could hear him work his way toward her.

She increased her pace. She needed to get out now. The last thing she wanted when her world was falling apart, when her plans and dreams were turning to dust, was to talk. Despite her hurry, however, he managed to grab her arm before she made it to the door.

“Hey, what’s your hurry?”

“What do you want?” Claire asked, pulling her arm free.

“Easy,” he said, raising his hands. “You just look so down I thought maybe a wench would help you forget your worries.”

“I don’t have any money,” she mumbled, keeping to her ruse.

“Well, there’s one just outside that’s so besotted she won’t know if you stick it in ’er.” He smiled. “At least she didn’t when I was back there.”

Claire’s stomach roiled.

“When I want a tumble, I’ll find a partner that’s willing. I won’t need to prey on anybody that’s so drunk they don’t know any better. I’m not that despicable.”

Sid went red, and just as Claire figured out his intention, it was too late. His fist connected with her cheek. Fiery pain rippled across her face and sent her careening backward. She crashed into a table. Her hands scrambled for purchase. Warm liquid sloshed over her fingers and trickled down her face. She lost her balance and tipped sideways, taking the table down with her. It knocked her on the head and sent her hat rolling.

“Get the hell away from him,” Nate roared through the ringing in her ears. She looked up, saw Nate give Sid a hard shove. “Step back or you’ll know what it is to be hit by a man who more than doubles your size.”

Sid muttered a curse then wove back into the crowd, shoving past James, who’d also come to see what was happening.

Nate turned his attention back to her.

Oh hell, she thought. Clambering to her hands and knees, sliding on the wet floor, Claire reached for her hat.

She was too late.

Nate’s strong hand reached it first. She’d be lucky to get out now without being recognized and she didn’t want him to know who she was. She’d envisioned seeing him again, after she was wealthy and had found the treasure. After she was dressed in the prettiest fashions and could show him what he’d turned his back on. She hadn’t ever imagined it would be like this, when she had nothing. Feeling as though the walls were closing in on her, heart pounding in her veins, Claire sprang to her feet. With her eye on her escape, she yanked her hat from Nate’s grasp and ran for the door.

“Wait!” he called, but this time she didn’t let anything slow her down. Shoving and pushing her way through, ignoring the curses aimed her way, Claire hit the door before Nate could stop her and, once outside, ran for the jungle and the cover it provided.




Two

It couldn’t be. It was a trick of his eyes, the light, or something. Yes, the boy was small, had hair the same color as Claire’s, but hers was long and curly, not chopped ragged like the lad’s was. Besides, she would never step foot into such an establishment, and she certainly wouldn’t need to gamble for a piece of a treasure map, even one she’d spoken about in great length. Not when he knew for a fact that she already possessed more money than she could ever spend.

But then, he thought angrily, maybe she would come here for the damn map. How the hell would he know? It wasn’t as though he was an expert on the woman and it certainly wouldn’t be the first time she’d proven him wrong. Given all this time, who knew what she was capable of now?

“Get out of my way!”

Nate turned. Cale was making his way over.

“Is the kid all right?” he asked.

“Yeah, but he’ll have a hell of a bruise come morning.”

It was lucky that hadn’t been Claire, or Sid would be lying in the street about now wishing he were dead. Despite Nate’s feelings toward her, he wouldn’t stand by and let harm come to a woman. It was a rule he’d lived by since he’d been a young lad and had seen firsthand the abuse a man was capable of inflicting on a woman.

“Stupid idiot,” Cale muttered, jamming his thumb in the direction Sid took. “Anybody could see the only thing that kid was interested in was the map.”

“Yeah,” Nate agreed, his eyes drawn to the door despite his reasoning. It wasn’t her. She was likely in San Salvador, where he’d last seen her, surrounded by a passel of children. The thought did strange things to his guts.

“Well, he may not think so right now, but he’s better off without that treasure.”

“How long did you look for it?” Nate asked, pulling his gaze from the door.

Cale’s blue eyes hardened. “Too damn long.” And without another word, he strode outside.

Nate was contemplating Cale’s words when a fullbosomed wench rubbed up against him. She was much shorter than Nate, and with her low-cut bodice, Nate could nearly see down her gown.

“Can I interest you in anything?” she asked, trailing her fingers up his chest. She licked her painted lips, pressed herself up against him.

Looking at her, long hair loose and curly around her shoulders, all he could think of was that it wasn’t red. And that just made him angry.

“Not tonight.” He smiled to take the sting off the rejection. Not that he really believed she was interested in him. He’d seen her lingering about the table and no doubt  figured if he could put up the stake for the game, he had more where that came from.

“Are you sure?” she asked, taking a deep breath that pushed her already impressive breasts upward.

“Yeah, I’m sure.”

Nate watched her stroll away, generous hips swinging beneath her full skirt. If only he wasn’t partial to more slender women. He gnashed his teeth, shook his head. He felt as much as saw the other man come to his side.

“I’m not sure even the promise of a treasure would distract me from that,” James said as he stepped beside Nate. Because of the crowd, they stood shoulder to shoulder.

Nate shrugged. He’d never met this man before and knew the only reason James wanted to talk was the map Nate had folded and put in his coat pocket. Since Nate had no intention of discussing the map or the treasure, he saw no point in encouraging the conversation.

“A man of many words, I see.”

“I can be. When they’re important.”

James chuckled. “Why don’t you let me buy you a drink? You don’t have to say a word, just listen to my proposition.”

“I don’t want or need a partner.”

It was impossible to miss the tightening of the man’s jaw. But it eased as quickly as it had come. Then he swung an arm around Nate’s shoulders, a task not just anyone could do considering Nate’s height.

“Well, then, you have nothing to lose and you’ll get a free drink from listening to my rambling,” James cajoled.

James grabbed a nearby table as soon as it emptied. Once Nate sat down, James nodded and went to fetch their drinks. With the game now over, those people that had come only for that were making their way outside. Nate felt himself breathe a little easier.

He’d always hated crowds and he wasn’t particularly trusting of strangers, a trait that served him well in his work. Therefore, he accepted the drink and was content to enjoy his rum while he waited for James to begin what would no doubt be a proposition to go looking for the treasure together.

If he’d bet on it, he would have won again. Barely swallowing his first sip, James began to talk.

“A joint venture would be profitable,” James said.

“The only one who stands to gain from a joint venture is you.”

James shrugged that off with a wave of his hand. “But since you only have half the map, surely another pair of eyes trying to decipher it would be better? You’d waste less time.”

Nate chuckled. “Actually, the more people who look at it, the more trouble I’ve got.” He eyed James over his crockery mug.

“You have a ship, then?”

Nate set his drink down, studied the man across from him. Cool gray eyes regarded him out of a rather square-looking face. From what Nate had sensed of James thus far, he wasn’t a man easily fooled. And though some would think James foolhardy for even discussing such a venture, Nate had a different thought altogether. It wasn’t foolhardy if the man knew going in he wasn’t going to convince Nate that a partnership was a sound decision.

James didn’t expect Nate to agree to something so ridiculous, because, as Nate had already explained, he had the map. Why share the treasure when he didn’t have to? Nate leaned forward, his gaze locking on to James’s. He knew the real reason they were talking. James was digging for information.

Nate didn’t plan on giving him any. Other than his crew and a handful of people he considered family, nobody knew anything about him. That was best, considering the fewer people who knew he sailed under the name “Sam Steele,” the better. And the longer his life expectancy became. Not that he was incapable of defending himself; hell, he’d managed just fine these last three years. However, he was a man who preferred to keep things close to the vest. It was simply less messy that way.

“I have my ways of getting around,” he answered vaguely.

“I’m sure you do. But I have a ship. You’re welcome to sail with me.”

Nate’s lips pulled into a smile. “As I said, I have my own ways.”

“It’s been said that the map hasn’t been seen in its entirety for near a hundred years. Are you confident you’ll be able to find the treasure simply based on what you won today?”

“As confident as you were when you put your coins into the pot.”

James took a swig of his drink, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. His nostrils flared as he contemplated Nate.

“Men all over the Caribbean have told one version of it or another. I’ve heard it’s more of a riddle than an actual map.”

“Is that so?”

“A map leading to a treasure of that size isn’t a secret. You won’t be the first to go looking for it.”

“Nor the last, I imagine.”

“Not unless you already know what the other half says. Seems to me a person would have to have some idea of what’s written on the other half or searching would be a complete waste of time.”

“You know someone then?” Nate asked, despite the fact that he knew full well what James was doing.

James nodded. “I do,” he said.

There was no trace of a lie in the man’s eye that Nate could see and it gave him pause. Could it be that James also knew what was on the other half of the map, the half that Claire’s father had possessed?

Nate finished his drink. “Then I hope they remember this half as well,” he said as he patted his pocket. “Thanks for the drink.”

He unfolded himself from the chair and was heading to the doorway when his first mate and good friend, Vincent, strode into the tavern. The dwarf came directly at Nate, who was easy enough to spot because of his height.

“Well?” he asked, hands braced on his hips. “Did you get what you came for?”

Nate frowned. He hadn’t told Vincent or his crew about the treasure. Part of that was because until he had the last piece of the map, there was no point. The other part was, though he had no intention of mentioning Claire, he’d no doubt be thinking of her in the telling of the tale regarding the map and the treasure. Since he never gained any joy from thinking of her, and since she was already too much in his thoughts for his peace of mind, Nate delayed it yet again.

“I didn’t come here for anything.”

“Then why were you in such a bloody hurry to make port?”

“Maybe I just needed to get away from your endless badgering for a few bloody minutes. What are you complaining about anyhow? I thought you had an errand to run.”

“Errand? Oh, right. All done.” He took a breath; the smile he gave Nate was forced. “What did you mean, you  needed to get away from me? Having me as your fist mate is the best thing that’s ever happened to you.”

“Sure it is. Right after scurvy.”

For a moment it looked as though Vincent believed the words, but then he rolled his eyes. “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

“It’s not hard to see you were raised with a bunch of women,” Nate commented, referring to his friend’s need to know everything.

“Fine. I’ll tell you what.” This time Vincent’s smile was real. “You keep telling me there’s nothing, and I’ll promise to stop trying to get it out of you.”

“I’ll believe that when I see it.”

Vincent sobered. “If there’s nothing, then why do you look as though you’ve just lost something that mattered?”

Because that was exactly as Nate felt. He’d been thinking of or searching for that treasure for years and he’d come to Nevis for the missing piece to the map. The map that would lead to the biggest treasure in the Spanish Main. He had it now; he should be pleased. The ironic part was that by having it, he was also reminded of what he didn’t have.

Nate found a table, one as far from James’s as possible. Making himself as comfortable as the wooden chair allowed, he caught a passing barmaid and ordered two tankards of rum. Then, thinking that was a good start, he ordered one for Vincent as well.

 

 

Claire thrashed her way through the jungle and over the haphazard path she’d created a few days ago to the small camp that, as of Thursday, had been her home. The moon was nearly hidden by clouds and offered little relief to the cloaking darkness but Claire knew her way. She hadn’t  kept herself alive this long by making a habit of getting lost.

She arrived at the small encampment and saw, if only in her memory, a cold pile of rocks surrounding black coals and a small cleared-out area that was no bigger than the blanket she used to keep warm. Claire dropped to her knees. She’d put her hopes and efforts into locating the map. She’d worked until her bones ached, and more times than not, she’d fallen asleep at night too exhausted to undress. She’d trudged ahead despite fear and pain, loneliness and heartache, believing it would be rewarded in the end. Believing justice would prevail. Never, never, had failure entered her mind. If it had, she’d have given up long ago.

Great heaving sobs shook her, and soon warm tears were meandering down her cheeks. After everything, she had failed. Her money, her hope, it was all gone.

As was her father. And despite having only just seen him, as was Nate. She pulled her knees to her chest, held them tightly. After so many years, why wasn’t she used to this feeling of being alone?

When her father had left her at the orphanage to seek the treasure, she’d believed it was temporary, that he’d come back rich and take her away. As the weeks turned to months, that belief had become hard to cling to.

The one good thing had been Nate, who’d also lived in the orphanage. He’d been first her friend, someone she could talk to, then her confidant, when she’d told him about the map her father had, and then finally he’d become the boy she’d loved.

Together they had spent hours talking about the treasure. Where would it be found? Would it be mostly gems or coins? How would her father carry it out? They’d  envisioned crowns made of rubies, swords fashioned with emeralds and diamonds.

But when the months turned into years and Claire could no longer pretend her father would ever come back for her, it was Nate who’d held her, who’d comforted her. It was Nate who’d discussed trying to locate it themselves. It was Nate who’d kissed her, who’d made her feel beautiful. And Nate, like her father, had left and never come back.

She couldn’t very well damn her father because she had no way of knowing if he was alive and still looking for the treasure to this day or if he’d perished along the way. It was a thought that plagued her. Was he hurt? Had it been discovered that he had a piece of this most famous map and was killed for it? Until she knew, she had no reprieve from those troublesome thoughts. And as he was her father, she loved him, and if he were to come back, she’d forgive him for leaving her. If only she could see him again.

She’d once thought the same of Nate. But seeing him today, knowing he was alive and hadn’t bothered to come back for her the way he’d promised yet could continue to search for a treasure for eight years, stoked her anger until it raged within her.

Him, she could damn.

Wiping her tears, wincing as her fingers brushed where Sid had hit her, Claire got up and made a fire. It wasn’t for warmth as the night was mild, but rather for company. Feeding the flames gave her something to do with her hands, and the crackling wood filled the silence. But watching the fire dance and flicker couldn’t distract her from her thoughts or the truth that pressed upon her as much as the humidity.

Nate had the missing piece. Combined with what she’d shared with him as a young girl, he had enough to go  looking for the treasure she’d always considered to be hers, or at least her family’s. There’d be no stopping him now.

Claire inhaled sharply as bitterness overtook her. Over her dead body.

Coming to her feet, she kicked dirt over her fire, packed her few belongings into her worn bag, and headed for the tavern. As far as Claire was concerned, Nate was stealing the treasure from her.

It was only fair she return the favor.

 

 

I oughta just leave you out here to sleep it off,” Vincent complained as he tried, with very little success, to pull Nate along the meandering street. It wasn’t easy to steer him in any direction. Not when he careened more than a ship caught in a hurricane.

Vincent cursed when Nate once again stumbled. Lowering his voice, he grumbled, “I know you said to play along with whatever ruse it is you’re up to, but could you help me a little, you big lubber?”

“You’re doing fine,” Nate whispered. “Jus’ take me home, mate,” he roared drunkenly. “My house is that-away.” He gestured vaguely to the back edge of town.

As they left behind the taverns and harbor, the glow of the streetlamps faded and the cacophony of noise drifted away until it was nothing more than a dull murmur. Night sounds were now able to be heard, and the repetitive songs of crickets and frogs were a relief after the din of the tavern.

Vincent dug in his heels when Nate veered left and nearly took them both down. “Keep your damn eyes open!”

“They are,” Nate answered.

“Then use them,” Vincent ground as he yanked hard on Nate’s arm.

He didn’t have to feign frustration. It was gnawing on him like rats to a rope. What the devil was going on? Nate had said he’d wanted to get drunk, but he’d soon switched his drink to water. Still he kept it delivered in the same crockery mug in order to keep up the pretense of drinking. All he’d offered as way of explanation was that he was being watched. Vincent could only assume they were also being followed. Otherwise it made no sense to go this way, not when the bloody ship was bobbing in port behind them.

“Don’t be such a woman,” Nate teased.

“Say that again and I’ll kill you,” Vincent threatened, though it was an empty one. The big lubber could be annoying and downright stubborn, but he was a good friend and Vincent treasured friendship above all else.

Though it looked as though Vincent was guiding Nate, it was Nate, in fact, who was leading the way. He led them now past one of the last houses on the street. Its lights were out, and other than a horse lifting his head from where it had been dozing in a small paddock nearby, all was quiet.

Nate and Vincent rounded the corner. All pretenses of being drunk vanished. Nate pulled his pistol from the waist of his trousers, pressed his back against the wood planks of the house, and waited.

He knew James was following. The man had been watching them far too closely in the tavern, and Nate had seen James shift when he and Vincent made their way to the door. More than once as Nate feigned a stagger, he’d seen a shadow cut behind a house or tree.

He heard boots crunching on rocks and slid his finger against the trigger. His heartbeat was calm. His focus was complete.

When he heard the man’s breathing near his ear, Nate made his move. He crouched then lunged when the man  rounded the corner. Nate caught him at the waist and, with his speed and weight, took them both down.

“Ooof,” the man groaned when Nate landed hard on top of him.

Years of sailing at night had honed Nate’s eyesight and he saw, as he straddled the man and grabbed him by the throat, that it was, in fact, James.

“Your luck wasn’t good at the table. What made you think you’d fare better trying to follow me?”

“I—” James tried to swallow but Nate’s hand didn’t let up. “I wasn’t going to hurt you.”

Nate smiled. “Not by yourself, you couldn’t.” He lowered his hand from James’s throat and grabbed a handful of his shirt. “Are you alone?”

The man’s head bobbed.

Nate shook his head. “Then that’s the second dumbest thing you did tonight. The first was following me,” he said as he brought his pistol down on the side of James’s head.

“You’re going to leave him there?” Vincent asked when Nate lowered James’s head to the ground and stood up.

“Yes, and let’s hope he wasn’t lying about being alone or it’ll make getting back to the ship and slipping out of port quietly a little tricky.”
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