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    “In her delightful and descriptive style, author Laurie Alice Eakes has once again crafted a story that will capture readers’ hearts from the first page. Her tales are both exciting and tender, and her characters speak to us right where they are, despite the different cultural and time settings. Heart’s Safe Passage may well be her greatest offering to date.”
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    Loree Lough, author of From Ashes to Honor


    “Heart’s Safe Passage is the finest kind of fiction. Not only does it take the reader on a high-seas adventure, it also explores the bounty and suffering of the human heart. I loved it!”


    Victoria Bylin, 2010 ACFW Carol Award finalist; author of The Outlaw’s Return and Marrying the Major


    “A book that will move you deeply, a love story that rises and falls with the turbulent seas, and two people wounded by life who need God’s healing before they can embrace the love melding their hearts together. Adventurous, moving, and passionate, Laurie’s booksnever disappoint!”


    MaryLu Tyndall, Christy Award nominee and author of the Surrender to Destiny series
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    And I will give them one heart,

    and I will put a new spirit within you; and I

    will take the stony heart out of their flesh,

    and will give them an heart of flesh.


    Ezekiel 11:19


    As concerning their persons, they [midwives] must be neither too young nor too old,

    but of an indifferent age, between both;

    well composed, not being subject to diseases, nor deformed in any part of their body; comely and neat in their apparell; their hands small and fingers long, not thick, but clean, their nails pared very close; they ought to be very chearfull, pleasant, and of a good discourse; strong,

    not idle, but accustomed to exercise, that they may be the more able if need require.


    Touching their deportment,

    they must be mild, gentle, courteous, sober, chaste, and patient; not quarrelsome nor chollerick; neither must they be covetous,

    nor report anything whatsoever they hear

    or see in secret, in the person or

    house of whom they deliver....


    As concerning their minds, they must be wise and discreet; able to flatter and speak many fair words, to no other end but only to deceive the apprehensive women, which is a commendable deceipte, and allowed, when it is done,

    for the good of the person in distress.


    William Sermon,


    seventeenth-century physician

    and clergyman
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    Williamsburg, Virginia

    October 4, 1813


    “You want me to go to sea with you?” Phoebe Lee stared at her sister-in-law as though she’d sprouted whiskers and pointed ears between supper and this midnight invasion of Phoebe’s bedchamber. “In the event you’ve forgotten, we’re at war.”


    “Of course I haven’t forgotten.” Pain distorted Belinda Chapman’s features, and she twisted her fingers through the fringe of her silk shawl. “If we weren’t at war, my husband wouldn’t be a prisoner in a barbaric English hulk. And I can’t free him if I can’t get to England.”


    “Go to England? Free him?” Phoebe stared at her deceased husband’s sister with eyes wide and jaw sagging. “You must be” She stopped speaking and made a circuit of the pink-flowered carpet of Belinda’s guest bedchamber, her slippers silent in the lush pile, her blood roaring. She must not tell Belinda that she had certainly become a raving mooncalf to consider traveling on water as far as Norfolk, let alone across the Atlantic.


    Silence filled the bedchamber. Belinda watched Phoebe, saying nothing. Outside, a carriage rumbled up the roughly paved street, and laughter soared into a crescendo.


    Inside, Phoebe inhaled the too-sweet air of Belinda’s townhouse and tried to remember what her teacher, Tabitha Eckles Cherrett, would do under similar circumstancesremain even-tempered. Speak in a slow, calm voice.


    “Bel, my dear, you can’t simply step onto a packet and sail across the ocean, land in an enemy country, and demand they free your husband. That is” She dropped to her knees before Belinda’s chair and drew the younger woman’s hands away from the tangled knots they’d made of her shawl fringe, sending more reek of lavender oil into the air. “I’m devastated with the news of George’s capture.” The news had sent Phoebe racing from Leesburg to Williamsburg in a heartbeat. “And I can’t imagine how awful it must be for you. But this is outright war, and we’re losing on land.”


    “But not at sea.” Belinda’s round chin jutted out at a pugnacious angle. “In the last year, George has taken six prizes just with his little sloop. His investors were ecstatic.”


    And now he was the prize. Something too obvious for Phoebe to point out.


    “We’re all very proud of him.” The twisting of the truth tasted a little sour on Phoebe’s tongue. “And you for bearing up so bravely while he’s gone. But, my dear girl, we can only pray and trust God to take care of George. We can’t take matters into our own hands.”


    “Of course we can.” Belinda’s lips curved. She suddenly resembled Phoebe’s cat after a nice bowl of cream. “I’ve already made the arrangements. That’s why I asked you to come here.”


    Phoebe’s stomach knotted like Belinda’s fringe. “What ... sort of arrangements could you have possibly made to get to England in the middle of the war?”


    “Privateers are crossing the Atlantic all the time,” Belinda said. “I’ve simply taken berths for us on one of them.”


    Phoebe shook her head. “You are not thinking clearly, Bel. No American privateer captain would allow two women aboard for that kind of journey. No scrupulous captain, that is.”


    “Who said anything about an American?” Belinda tossed her head of ebony curls. “An American ship couldn’t get close enough to land us in England.”


    “Then how?” Phoebe couldn’t finish the question. She feared the answer.


    Belinda inclined her head as though Phoebe had spoken the right conclusion aloud. “We’re sailing on an English privateer.”


    “Impossible.” Phoebe rose and stalked to the window, beyond which the night glittered with lights from plantations and boats on the James River, flickering sparks like fallen stars, like earthbound dreams. “It’s too dangerous. I won’t go with you. It’swell, it’s treachery to consort with the enemy.”


    Belinda’s flawless white forehead puckered. “Not if we’re freeing an American, surely.”


    “Yes, surely. And I won’t let you commit treason.”


    “You can’t stop me.”


    Belinda spoke the raw truth. Short of reporting her to the authorities and having her arrested, Phoebe couldn’t stop Belinda. She was three and twenty, three years younger than Phoebe, and her husband had left her in charge of their considerable fortune in his absence.


    “I’ll take the risk of being considered a traitor whether you accompany me or not. Butbut” Belinda faltered for the first time since making her announcement. “Phoebe, I need you to come with me.”


    “You need someone to go with you, yes, but not me.” Phoebe turned back to face her sister-in-law. “You need a guard, a protector, half a dozen strong, well-armed men. I can write to Tabitha and Dominick. Dominick has powerful connections with the British still.”


    “That will take too much time, and I don’t need his help.”


    “You don’t need the help of someone my size either.”


    “You’re a midwife,” Belinda broke in. “That’s why I need you.”


    “Belinda, you’re not”


    But she was. Even as Phoebe protested, Belinda shoved her shawl off her shoulders. What the silk wrap and flickering candlelight had concealed since Phoebe’s arrival just before supper, the fine muslin of her nightgown revealed.


    Belinda Lee Chapman was expecting a baby.


    “When?” As her heart joined her stomach somewhere around her knees, Phoebe’s mind raced to the date of George’s last visit home. She didn’t know for certain. He slipped in and out of the Chapmans’ home in Williamsburg, and months had passed since Phoebe had seen Belinda, let alone her privateer husband.


    “At least five months, as best I can estimate.”


    “Are you certain?” Phoebe reached out her hands. “Let me examine you. You look further along than that.”


    “I know when my husband was home.” Belinda’s voice held an edge.


    Phoebe scrutinized Belinda’s middle with narrowed eyes. “Do you?”


    “Of course.” Belinda wrapped her shawl around herself again. “I had a midwife confirm my condition when I began to suspect.”


    Phoebe ground her teeth together and counted to ten to stop herself from shouting that she was a midwife, a well-trained one, who wanted nothing more than to practice, if only the ladies of Loudoun County would see her as more than a wealthy marriage prospect for their brothers, sons, nephews...


    “If you don’t want me as a midwife,” Phoebe managed with remarkable calm considering how her insides boiled, “then why do you want me to accompany you on your madcap journey?”


    “Well, I want you for my midwife once we’re at sea, but not here. It’s just too embarrassing to have my sister-in-law examine me. I mean, I don’t eat at the same table with my midwife.”


    “Then maybe you should take a different midwife with you.”


    “I can’t.” Belinda sighed. “She has a family she doesn’t want to leave. And I didn’t think you’d mind leaving Leesburg.”


    Phoebe couldn’t disagree with that part. After all, she’d packed up and departed for Williamsburg the day she’d received Belinda’s request.


    “But I don’t want to leave on the ship of some enemy and possibly be tainted in this country.”


    “He can’t be a real enemy if he wants to help free American prisoners.” Belinda smiled serenely. “We could be there and have George free before my confinement.”


    “Or end up in an English or even an American prison ourselves,” Phoebe muttered. Rubbing her suddenly aching temples, she tried another tack. “Bel, this is the worst time for you to travel. All the jostling, the bad food, not to mention the danger of attacks from the French or our own ships...” She gave her head an emphatic shake. “You could miscarry or even die.”


    “What I can’t do,” Belinda said, “is leave my husband to rot in the hulk and condemn my unborn baby to never knowing his father.”


    “Of course you can’t.” Phoebe resumed pacing, concentrating on treading only on the pink flowers in the carpet and avoiding the violet blossoms or green leaves. “I’ve prayed every morning and night for George to be safe and freed, and I know it will happen.”


    “Of course he will, because this opportunity presented itself.”


    “Presented itself?” Phoebe spun toward Belinda, her right foot squarely in the middle of a violet. “How?”


    “I don’t really know.” Belinda closed her eyes. “A man came to see me one night. He said his name is Rafael DochertyCaptain Dochertyand he told me of George’s capture, then he said he could help me get George free if I’d sail to England with him. It was like an answer to prayer. I’d been feeling quite desperate about my dear George being a prisoner of war and how awful things are. His investors ... well, they may want their money back, especially Mr. Brock.Then this man appeared like a message directly from the Lord.”


    Phoebe sighed. “I don’t think the Lord meant childlike faith to be childish faith, Bel. But that’s what you’re demonstratingdownright irresponsibleno, don’t cry. I know you must be upset by George’s imprisonment. It can’t be easy. But no Englishman who would take a female across the Atlantic in the middle of a war is up to any good.”


    “I don’t care what his reasons are.” Belinda drew a handkerchief out of her reticule and dabbed at her eyes. “If he helps me get George free, it’s worth every bit of risk.”


    “Is it a risk George would want you to take?” Phoebe asked.


    “Yes. Well . . .” Belinda dropped her gaze. “Maybe not, but it doesn’t matter now. It’s too late.”


    “For what? Bel, before you do anything rash, we should tell your father” Phoebe stared at her sister-in-law as she rose and trotted to the door of the dressing room.


    A heartbeat before Belinda turned the handle, a floorboard creaked in the adjoining chamber. Phoebe caught the sound, then a scent, a tang of damp wool, salt air, tar. She bolted for the hallway door and the sensible servants beyond. Her hand closed over the latch, lifted. The door clicked.


    Behind her, the dressing room door clicked. Footfalls trod on the carpet, silent but heavy enough to feel. Phoebe yanked open her portal. Arms closed around her from behind, pinning her arms to her side. She parted her lips to scream. A hand as hard as boot leather clamped over her mouth, stifling her scream but freeing one arm.


    Kicking out with one foot, she swung her freed arm up and back. Her fist connected with flesh. A man grunted, grabbed her wrist, growled an oath.


    Phoebe had never deliberately harmed anyone in her life. Now she twisted, turned, lashed out with her feet. And only managed to bruise her slippered heels. Prayers for deliverance and vows of revenge raced through her mind. She opened her mouth and bit hard into the calloused palm over her mouth.


    Her captor gasped. “Can ye lads no’ help me? She’s a wild woman.”


    Belinda let out a whimper. “Don’t hurt her.”


    Too late for the minx to think of that.


    Phoebe gritted her teeth and tasted blood. The stranger’s blood. Gagging, she spit. His hand jerked away. Before she could scream, another hand closed over her mouth and nose, cutting off her air.


    “I need her well.” Belinda’s protest was the last thing Phoebe heard before the world turned black.
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    Chesapeake Bay, Virginia

    October 5, 1813


    Legs braced against the pitching roll of the deck, Captain Rafe Docherty held the night glass to his eye and scanned the horizon. Nothing showed save the inverted view of sea bulging in ever-increasing waves against the flat gray expanse of the sky. Not a single British patrol or American privateer ready to waylay himthe former a risk to his crew, the latter a nuisance, both an interruption he couldn’t afford.


    On the other hand, the cutter hadn’t returned either.


    He shoved the glass into the binnacle rack and turned to the helmsman. “If they’re not back within the quarter hour, we’ll have to be leaving them behind.”


    “But, sir,” the man protested, “we’d be down by three of our best men, not to mention the cargo.”


    “Better that than losing all of you to a man-of-war or Yankee privateer.”


    Except perhaps not. He needed the cargo, the female whose presence would help to lure his quarry out of hiding.


    He retrieved the night glass and began to pace the width of the quarterdeck. Five strides to windward. Five strides to leeward. A pause to scan the horizon before he turned on his heel and repeated the circuit. With each view of an empty sea, he felt his gut twist a wee bit tighter. All his planning, all the risk of sailing to the mouth of the harbor at Norfolk, for naught. His first mate, Jordy McPherson, had warned him the flibbertigibbet of a female would ruin Rafe’s scheme.


    Five minutes. Ten. Jordy was likely cursing Rafe’s name and saying, “I told him so,” while sighing relief that for once, Rafe Docherty wasn’t going to get his own way.


    No, not for once. If he’d gotten his own way nine years earlier, he wouldn’t be riding at anchor much too close to the shore of Virginia on the eve of a full moon, awaiting three of his best men to return with the wife of one of the most important merchants in Virginia.


    All of them about to commit treason.


    Another lap of the deck. Two. A scan of sea and sky. Rain began to patter onto the planks, cold for October.


    Another circuit. Midnight was nearly upon them. His men had been gone for four days, leaving him riding vulnerable at the mouth of the Chesapeake, or hiding out as best he could in inlets during the day.


    Rafe paused at the quarter rail and opened his mouth to give the order to up anchor, then heard the creak of rigging, a muffled command, a thud felt more than heard.


    The cutter had returned.


    Rafe leaped to the main deck and ran to the entry port, one hand on his dirk, the other on his pistol in the event the arrivals weren’t his crew and passenger after all. They hadn’t hailed him.


    He gave the challenge. “Who goes there?”


    “’Tis I, Captain Rafe.” Though low-pitched, Jordy’s voice rolled up from the boat, unmistakable with its highland burr.


    “And well past time you got yourselves here.” Rafe dropped the rope ladder over the side. “We were about to leave you.”


    “Aye, weel, you’ll be wanting to leave soon enough, I’m thinking.” Jordy headed up the ladder, his face a pale blur in the phosphorescent glow from the sea, their only light. “We had a time of it with the two of them.”


    “Two?” Rafe stepped back as though struck. “What are you saying, mon?”


    “More’n you want to hear.” Jordy landed on the deck, then turned back to assist the next man.


    Derrick, a full head taller than Rafe and half again as wide, rose through the port with a burden on his back. With a sigh of relief, he set the bundle on the deck and descended the ladder again, muttering, “I’ll fetch t’other one.”


    “Other?” Rafe stared at the package at his feet. It looked like a bulging burlap sack, but it moved. It let out a squeal, which, though wordless, conveyed protest, objection, and outrage in a handful of notes.


    “Whatdidyoudo?” Rafe gave each word a distinct enunciation as he dropped into a crouch and reached for the bag. The scent of lavender rose from its folds, and he wrinkled his nose.


    “It couldn’t be helped.” Jordy ran his words together in his haste to talk. “Mrs. Chapman said she wouldn’t come without her, but she didn’t want to come with us, so we had to bring her along like this or she’d have raised the alarm.”


    “She who?” Rafe slit the sack open with his dirk.


    A fair face and gossamer hair emerged. The squeals increased, and she drummed her bound feet on the deck.


    “Mrs. Phoebe Lee,” Jordy said. “She’s Mrs. Chapman’s sister-in-law.”


    Rafe hadn’t sworn in front of a lady since he was fifteen and said something unacceptable in his mother’s hearing. Though he’d been twice her size already, she grabbed him by his hair queue and dragged him to her boudoir, where she proceeded to wash his mouth out with lavender soap. He had been vilely sick, to this day couldn’t bear the scent of lavender, and watched his tongue around females of all ages and social rank.


    Until that moment.


    The words slipped out unbidden, not repented. More crowded into his throat. He swallowed them down and clamped his teeth shut to stem a surge of burning in his throat.


    “It couldn’t be helped,” Jordy repeated. “You said to ensure Mrs. Chapman didn’t change her mind about joining us, and she said she must have this one with her.”


    Another thud hit the deck. Rafe glanced toward the source, brows raised in query.


    “Along with her cabin stores,” Jordy added. “Should I be taking this one down to your cabin?”


    “Aye.” It was all Rafe dared say.


    He rose and turned his back on the boat crew and their cargo. If he counted to one hundrednay, one thousandhe might not toss his first mate overboard. He might not assign the other four men to the worst duties on the brigscrubbing decks and cleaning bilges.


    No, that would take counting to two thousand.


    With a measured gait, he paced to the prow, stood gripping the forestay for balance. At that moment, he could have ripped it away from its belaying pins and yards with one twist of his wrist.


    “Phoebe Lee indeed.” He ground the name between his teeth.


    Mrs. Phoebe Carter Lee, widow. Wealthy widow with a somewhat cloudy reputation because of how she’d spent the past four years of her life. When Rafe had slipped ashore in Williamsburg to find Belinda Chapman, more than one man in the waterfront taverns mentioned the Chapman lady’s sister-in-law, who had likely driven her husband to his death, then allied herself with some interesting people on the eastern shore. One interesting person in particular. Possibly the one person in America Rafe feared.


    No amount of counting drove away his desire to send Jordy McPherson sailing headfirst off the crosstrees for coming within ten yards of Phoebe Lee, let alone trussing her up like a Christmas goose and hauling her aboard his majesty’s privateer Davina. Counting did, however, afford him a measure of control. He managed to uncurl his hand from the stay and stride aft.


    “Winch that cutter aboard, then up anchor,” he directed the men on watch. “Set course for the Atlantic. This storm is going to get worse, and we need to be out of the Chesapeake before daybreak. And keep Mel and Fiona below until I say otherwise.”


    He didn’t wait to see if his orders would be obeyed. He took the companionway ladder in two steps and shoved open his cabin door.


    Light from two swinging lanterns blazed into his eyes. He closed the door behind him and leaned his shoulders against it. “Are you going to offer her to Cook to cook up for tomorrow’s dinner, Jordy, or cut her bonds?”


    Across the cabin, upon the comfortable bunk he intended to give up for the voyage for Mrs. Chapman’s convenience, the still bound and gagged Mrs. Lee met his glance with green eyes that blazed like sunlight through stained glass. Green eyes, hair like moonlight reflected in gold.


    Rafe’s stomach seized up, and he ripped his gaze away to settle on Mrs. Chapman. “Are you a’right, madam?”


    “Yes, but I want him to free Phoebe.” Mrs. Chapman huddled on the window seat beneath the stern lights. She wore a woolen cloak large enough to fit two of her, and her dark hair tumbled around her shoulders, giving her the appearance of a girl of ten rather than a woman ofwhat? Twenty?


    Rafe smiled at her. “I apologize for your companion’s rough treatment. Jordy, free Mrs. Lee, then see to navigating us out of the bay.”


    “Do you think I should, Captain?” Jordy looked dubious. “She gave Watt a black eye when we took her. And she kicked me hard enough to make me lose my dinner the first time I set her free aboard the cutter so she could be more comfortable.”


    Rafe gave Mrs. Lee a sidelong glance. “Shame on Watt and you for getting in the way of such a little fist and foot.”


    She pounded the little fist, along with the companion to which it was attached, on the mattress.


    “And bit a hole in Watt’s hand,” Jordy added.


    “Let us trust she’s not rabid.”


    She squealed like she might be.


    “Aye, you may have at Mr. McPherson if you like.” Rafe stepped away from the door. “When I’m through with him.”


    “Don’t harm anyone.” Mrs. Chapman started to cry. “I told your men Phoebe wouldn’t want me to come and would try to stop me if I gave her a chance, but I couldn’t come without her. I just couldn’t.”


    “You should have warned me.” Rafe chose to remove the gag first. He could exact a promise of no violence if the woman could speak. “I need to untie the kerchief.”


    He needed to be close to her despite the abhorrent aroma of lavender. He moved her hair to untie the kerchief. The pale gold tresses lay across her shoulders and over the coverlet like a cascade of silk thread. He tried to brush it aside with the back of his hand. The strands clung and coiled and tangled in his fingers.


    Perhaps dropping Jordy headfirst from the crosstrees wasn’t punishment enough.


    Rafe extricated his fingers from the woman’s hair and slipped the sharp edge of his dirk between her pale skin and the kerchief.


    “Don’t hurt her,” Mrs. Chapman cried.


    Mrs. Lee lay still and quiet. He would have too with a dirk at his throat.


    A few deft strokes split the linen kerchief. It fell away, and she spit out the handkerchief gagging her mouth. “Water.” It was a mere croak.


    “Phoebe, your voice! What happened to your voice?” Mrs. Chapman leaped from the window seat. The Davina twisted down the side of a wave, and Mrs. Chapman flew forward.


    Rafe caught her shoulders before she struck the deck. “Have a care, madam. You do not have your sea legs yet.”


    “Nor will she get them.” Raspy, Mrs. Lee’s voice still held the bite of venom.


    Perhaps providing her with water for her probably parched throat was a poor idea. Who knew what she would sound like with her voice clear. Sound like or say.


    Rafe guided Mrs. Chapman backward to one of the chairs bolted to the deck around the table. It had arms and would hold her better. “Stay here until someone can help you.”


    “But Phoebe”


    “I’ll see to your friend.”


    But not as he liked. He couldn’t risk putting her ashore.


    He patted Mrs. Chapman’s shoulder, then returned to the bound woman. “I am going to cut your bindings now, madam, but do not get violent.”


    “I am not a violent person,” she whispered.


    “Aye, and Watt walked into your fist?” Rafe lifted her hands and slit the ropes, then crouched to do the same with her ankles.


    The ropes fell away, revealing red marks and a few bleeding sores marring the creamy smoothness of her skin. He must tend to them. No, he would allow Mrs. Chapman to tend to them. Having an unattached and beautiful female aboard was bad enough without adding touching her to the bargain.


    He turned his back on Mrs. Lee and crossed to the table. A carafe of fresh water crouched between the fiddle boards slotted perpendicular to the tabletop to keep beverages and cups from sliding with the vessel’s roll. He poured water for Mrs. Chapman first, then carried a second cupful to Phoebe Lee.


    She lay huddled on the bed as though the ropes continued to bind her. If possible, her faceat least what he could see behind the spill of her hairhad grown paler, and her breath rasped between her lips.


    “Are you ill then, lass?” He crouched before her, the cup in both hands.


    “Phoebe, you can’t be seasick,” Mrs. Chapman protested. “I need you well, and I feel perfectly fine.”


    “I’m all right.” Mrs. Lee’s voice sounded a bit stronger. “Just ... my hands and feet. I can’t feel them.”


    “Oh no. Let me.” Mrs. Chapman started to rise again.


    “Sit down before you fall.” Rafe waved her back.


    He braced the cup of water between his knees and the chest beneath the bunk and lifted one of Mrs. Lee’s hands. A small hand as smooth as porcelain and just as cold. He began to chafe it between his palms. His calluses, earned from nine years at sea, grated on her delicate skin. He winced with each scrape. She didn’t move. Her fingers warmed beneath his. He grew warm. He started on her other hand. Their eyes met through her curtain of hair. His mouth went dry, and he released her fingers.


    “That’ll do. You can manage your feet yourself, no?”


    She nodded and pushed herself upright. “May I have that water first?”


    “Aye, of course.”


    He needed the water. Gallons of it in him. Over him.


    He handed her the cup, then backed away, half expecting her to throw it at him.


    She drank several dainty sips. “Thank you. That’s much better.” Her voice proved as light as sea foam and sweet as ripe peaches.


    Rafe took another step backward, closer to the door. “Let me fetch some ointment for your wrists and ... er ... ankles.”


    “Do you have any comfrey?” she asked.


    Rafe started at the question, then remembered she was a midwife, a healer. Not so odd for her to ask what sort of salve he had, or for Mrs. Chapman to want it if she fell ill.


    Or were in need of a midwife.


    He nearly groaned aloud. The brig pitched and rolled through the next wave, and Rafe’s stomach joined it. Surely not. Surely she wasn’t


    He glanced at Mrs. Chapman. He couldn’t tell beneath her cloak and with her well-fed physique. And no matter if she were expecting Chapman’s bairn now that the dice were cast and this friend of a well-connected man had come aboard. He couldn’t let either of them go and just might find the lady’s condition useful to his plans.


    A prickling started in his middle. Not his conscience. He didn’t have one of those anymore. Not that he knew of.


    But the smell of lavender reminded him of his mother, so he maintained courtesy. “Aye, madam, ’tis a comfrey salve.”


    “I’m surprised.” Phoebe Lee glanced toward the wall, where a rack held a sword, two pistols, and a selection of knives. “Or maybe I shouldn’t be.”


    “Nay, madam, you should not be surprised we can manage wounds here. We’re part of this war.” He grimaced. “These wars.”


    “Which is why you have no business having Mrs. Chapman aboard.”


    “He needs me to free George,” Mrs. Chapman said.


    “Ha.” Mrs. Lee looked him in the eye, her glance shards of green ice. “You shouldn’t lie to an innocent like Belinda, Captain. You don’t need her help to free her husband. In truth, I doubt you have any intention of freeing her husband.”


    “Of course I do.” Rafe fingered the hilt of his dirk.


    Mrs. Lee curled her full upper lip. “Because you’re such a kindhearted man? Because you’re on the side of the Americans after all? Do please tell me of your altruism, sir.”


    “Phoebe, be nice.” Mrs. Chapman had paled, and her knuckles gleamed white on the arms of the chair. “He may change his mind if we’re unkind to him.”


    “No, he won’t. He holds all the cards in this game.” Phoebe Lee skewered him again. “Don’t you?”


    “Aye, I suppose I hold a winning hand now that I hold Mrs. Chapman.”


    “Whatwhat do you mean?” The young woman licked her lips. “I thought II was going to help somehow.”


    “You will, lass.” Rafe gave her his best smilea mere tilting of the corners of his lips. “After he’s freed, you will ensure his good behavior until I get what I want from him.”


    “I thought as much.” Mrs. Lee bared her teeth. “You have no scruples, do you?”


    “Nay, madam, I do not. I lost them on the deck of a Barbary pirate’s boat nine years ago.” He backed to the door and grasped the handle. “Of course, once my mission is complete, Mr. and Mrs. Chapman may have a long and prosperous life together. Now, if you’ll be excusing me, I’ll fetch that comfrey salve.”


    “Wait.” Mrs. Lee shot out a hand.


    “Aye?” Rafe arched his brows in query.


    She took a hobbling step toward him, lost her balance, and grasped the edge of his desk a mere yard from him.


    Did the woman bathe in, wash her clothes in, and wear bags of lavender?


    Rafe’s nostrils pinched. “What?” His tone was sharp.


    “I insist you set me ashore and allow Belinda the same courtesy.”


    “You’re not in a position to do any insisting, madam.” He gave her a mocking bow. “Now that you’re here, you must be my guest. I can’t release you to tell your friend Lord Dominick Cherrett anything of me.”


    “Ah, so you know of him.”


    “I’ve stayed alive knowing such things, and ’tis too possible Cherrett’s uncle the admiral in the British Navy will work out who I am and have my letters of marque removed. And no woman, especially not one your size, is going to make me a pirate.”


    “And no Englishman is going to make Belinda and me traitors to our country.”


    “I’m no Englishman, and I don’t want you here any more than you want to be here, but now that you are, you’re going all the way to England with us.”
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    “You can’t keep me aboard.” Phoebe’s breath rasped in her throat.


    “Aye, but I can.” Docherty’s nostrils pinched as though he smelled something foul. “I have no choice.”


    “Of course you have a choice.” Phoebe dug her fingers into the desk so she didn’t gouge them into his eyes. “You can set me ashore.”


    “Nay, lass, I cannot risk it.” He started to turn away.


    “If you don’t set me ashore, II’ll” She snatched a penknife from its rack on the desk.


    Docherty caught her wrist. “Do not you dare, madam.”


    “Phoebe, no,” Belinda cried from her chair. “I need you.”


    “Not aboard this brig.”


    “Let go of the knife,” Docherty repeated in a burr rolling like distant thunder. “If you harm me, my crew will lock you in the hold until the end of this voyage. Do you like the notion of being a prisoner of war?”


    Their gazes met, locked, held.


    Phoebe’s knees sagged, and she leaned her hip against the carved mahogany edge of the desk. Going back to the bed and feigning illness seemed like her best escape. No, not feigning. She felt illknotted stomach, spinning head, a brain that must have lost its powers of reason.


    She couldn’t look away from the man’s eyes. They were gray. Not blue-gray. Not hazel. Just pure gray like the sea on a stormy day. They pierced into her eyes from beneath straight dark brows that contrasted with the red of his hair. Rich, dark red like garnets. Like blood. Though wind-tossed, it hung to his shoulders and swung forward against the plains of his cheeks in a sheen of satin without a hint of curl.


    Her hand itched to reach out and smooth the glossy locks. Out and up. She barely came to the middle of his chest. He was too tall to stand upright in the low-ceilinged cabin. And he appeared strong enough to lift her in one arm and Belinda in the other.


    A man she could best only by trickery, not combat.


    Slowly, she adjusted her stance, balanced on her own feet, and backed away. “I think ... I think I need to sit down.”


    Before she sagged in his hold or was sick down the front of his damp boat cloak.


    “Please.” The single word nearly choked her.


    “The wee knife, madam.” His gaze pierced her like shards of gray ice.


    She shivered but didn’t let go. “You’re forgetting that I’ve seen some of your crew. I prefer to remain armed.”


    “Apparently your fists are more than sufficient. Let it go before you get yourself hurt.” His tone, though low, cut like honed steel.


    “Phoebe,” Belinda whimpered.


    The captain’s hold tightened. Phoebe gritted her teeth, braced for pain, for the twist of her wrist bringing agony or the vice of hard fingers that would crush her wrist bones, or at the least numb her fingers into dropping the blade.


    Behind parted lips, Docherty’s white teeth looked clenched. Slowly, with strength that required no application of pain to enforce his will, he drew Phoebe toward him a half step, a whole step. Scents of ginger and tar, nutmeg and salt-wet wool assailed her nostrils. Heat washed over her, through her. His face loomed so close to hers she could have counted his whiskers. She needed to let go, surrender to his greater strength. But she’d done that once too often with her husband. No man would treat her like that again.


    She tightened her hold on the knife.


    A gleam, a flash of silver, shot like lightning through Docherty’s eyes. “Aye, you’re a strong-willed lass, aren’t you?”


    Phoebe kept her focus on his eyes. “I’ve had to be to survive.”


    “You’re going to get yourself hurt.” From her stance by the table, Belinda sounded more petulant than frightened. “And I need you more than you know.”


    With the same kind of abruptness he’d employed when he grabbed hold of her, he let Phoebe go. “A’right then. Keep the wee knife. But if you use it on me or any of my crew, you will pay the consequences same as any enemy combatant aboard this brig.” With a grace and speed surprising for a man who had to stand with his head bowed, he spun on his heel and stalked from the cabin.


    Phoebe tensed, expecting the door to slam. It didn’t. The latch click proved inaudible above the roar of sea and creak of rigging.


    But the bolt sliding home on the outside sounded like a gunshot.


    Like the clang of prison bars.


    Phoebe dropped to her knees and tucked her face into the crook of her elbow. “God, what have I done? What are You doing bringing me into this?”


    “Don’t blame God.” Belinda let out a sob. “God wants me here and I brought you along. If you need to shout at someone, shout at me. I told you that on the cutter.”


    Phoebe lifted her head and shook back her tangled hair. “I never shout at anyone.”


    Except for her husband Gideononce. Once too often.


    “I am a calm, reasonable lady dedicated to bringing life into this world and preserving the lives already in this world.” Her fingers tightened on the knife.


    Belinda’s gaze dropped to the blade. “Then what’s that for?”


    “Self-protection. No one says I have to let myself be ravished aboard this pirate ship.”


    “They’re not pirates. They’re”


    A thud and a string of curses pierced through the deck head.


    Phoebe rolled her eyes upward. “Then what are they? Knights Templar upholding Christendom and gloryor whatever they stood for?”


    “They’re British privateers. No different than my George.”


    “George,” Phoebe said, pulling herself to her feet, “never abducted anyone.”


    “Neither have these men. I came willingly and I asked them to bring you along. So I suppose that makes me the abductor.”


    “I suppose it does.”


    But she couldn’t shout at Belinda now any more than she could on the cutter during the short periods in which they had removed her gag so she could eat or drink, times when not another vessel ran near enough to hear her cry for help. Belinda acted without thinking through the consequenceslike a child. Shouting at Belinda was like shouting at a puppy for chewing up shoes. Puppies chewed shoes in their path. Belinda swept people along in hers.


    Phoebe sighed. “I’m not going to shout at you now either.”


    “Good. George never shouts at me.” Belinda glanced around. “Do you think you can find me something to eat? I’m quite famished, even if that isn’t ladylike to say.”


    “Oh, Bel.” Phoebe laughed. “Let me see if I can find anything in your boxes.”


    And take her mind off the bulkheads and deck beams closing in on her.


    “I want a cup of hot tea.”


    “I can’t help you with that.” Phoebe tucked the small-bladed knife into her bodice. Without losing her balance on the tilting deck, she held on to the desk and then the chart table and made her way to the stack of Belinda’s cabin stores she had also insisted Docherty’s men bring aboard. Each crate appeared marked with its contentslinen and notions, tea, coffee, raisins and currants, preserves, bread.


    “You didn’t expect this to last the voyage, did you?” Phoebe tugged one box away from the others. The aroma of freshly baked bread wafted to her nose. Her stomach growled, then seized up like a fist.


    “I thought we could set it out and dry it when it gets stale.”


    “In the humidity at sea, you’re more likely to end up with nothing but mold. But we may as well eat while it’s edible.”


    “Yes, let’s.” Belinda rubbed her stomach. “I think the baby is hungry too.”


    The baby, of course.


    Phoebe released the crate and turned to Belinda. “When did it quicken?”


    Belinda shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t really know.”


    “A month ago? Two?”


    “I said I don’t know.” Belinda’s tone rose with impatience.


    “You must let me examine you,” Phoebe insisted.


    “No, no, I’m all right.” Color tinged Belinda’s fair skin. “I don’t like being examined. And I’ve told you not by you especially.”


    “Then why did you ask me to come along with you?” Phoebe planted one hand on her hip as she glared at her sister-in-law. “Why did you force me to come with you?”


    “Well, um...” Belinda bit her lower lip, then the tip of her forefinger. She paled in the lantern light. “In the event my lying-in happens while we’re aboard.”


    “It’s not likely to take us four months to cross the Atlantic, if we even do, though the return”


    “Oh, Phoebe.” Belinda let out a wail. “I lied to you. I’m at least seven months along.”


    Phoebe’s heart pounded so hard it threatened to bruise her ribs from the inside. She couldn’t breathe. Spots danced before her eyes. The hand on her hip curled into a fist, and the nails of her other hand dug into the table. In half a second, she just might start screeching at Belinda after all, saying things she would regret before the words left her lips, declaring truths about Belinda’s parentshow they’d spoiled her and how they’d never condemned, if not outright condoned, her deceased brother. No one else needed to, or should, know the ugly truth of the Lee family. Belinda had George, and she was harmlessmostly. And Phoebe knew how to keep her mouth shutmostly. Life with Belinda’s brother had taught Phoebe how to use that half second to control her tongue. The consequences with him had been immediate and painful. With Belinda, they would likely result in hysterics, which was not good for the baby.


    Phoebe dropped to her knees beside the box marked Bread and said a quick prayer for restraint before she began to pry open the lid.


    “I suppose that was unkind of me.” Belinda’s high, rather breathy voice filled the stillness inside the cabin. “Not telling you, I mean.”


    Phoebe said nothing, still not trusting her tongue. She concentrated on using the little knife she’d taken from the desk to push the lid up enough for her to get her fingers beneath and tug.


    “II was afraid you’d find a way to keep me from coming and rescuing George.”


    Phoebe grasped the edge of the box lid and yanked. With a screech of the thin nails, the slatted wood covering flew off. The aroma of bread already going moldy overpowered the odors of the ship and vied with Belinda’s abundant use of lavender oil that seemed to cling to everyone who came in contact with her. Phoebe’s mouth watered, but not with anticipation of eating one of the fragrant loaves. If she took one bite of the bread, it would not stay down, if it even reached her stomach.


    She hadn’t felt queasy on the cutter crossing the bay. She’d sailed before, and farther, like the time she traveled to Seabourne to visit her aunt and uncle to get away from Leesburg, away from the gossip after her husband’s death. Despite her recent brush with death thenfrom a blow, a fall, her baby being born too early and stillbornshe felt no indisposition. On the contrary. She’d felt healthy again upon her arrival on the eastern shore. Upon the water, she’d never experienced anything like this outright nausea. If this was the effect of sailing on the open sea, then she had another reason to get off the brig immediately.


    “This is barely edible now,” she told Belinda.


    “I still think I can eat the whole thing,” Belinda declared.


    “You don’t have any sickness?” The midwife in Phoebe took over her tongue now. “Not in the morning or afternoon? Not from the ship’s motion?”


    “I haven’t been ill at all. Everyone says how one gets dreadfully sick, but I haven’t ever.”


    “That’s a relief.” Phoebe began to work on the box marked Preserves. “I hope you stay that way, if you insist on remaining here. Of course, if you eat moldy bread, I can’t guarantee you will.”


    “I’ll pull off the moldy bits. And of course I’m staying. Captain Docherty needs me.” Belinda held out her hand. “Do hurry. I’m so hungry I almost feel sick.”


    Phoebe refrained from saying Belinda should have brought a maid instead of a midwife. Phoebe hadn’t been much different when she’d gone to stay with her aunt in Seabourne. Pampered and petted all her life by everyone except her husband, she had to learn to cook, clean, iron, even pin up her own hair. When she apprenticed with Tabitha, she had to learn morehow to do often unpleasant tasks for other women without showing revulsion. She could do all proficiently now.


    But Belinda was pampered and petted by everyone, including her husband, and could do none of those tasks. She would never survive alone on a brig for weeks, even months. And if she was far enough along in her condition, she might go into labor at sea. If she wouldn’t allow Phoebe to examine her, she surely would object to one of the sailors delivering her child, if anyone knew what to do. If trouble arose...


    No, she must get Belinda to agree to go ashore, once Phoebe figured out how to get them ashore. If Belinda refused, Phoebe would return the favor Belinda had done her and force the younger woman onto a boat or into the water itself.


    The roar of wind and surf suggested the idea of going into either boat or water lacked good sense now. As though remaining on the brig of the enemy was sensible. They were likely headed straight out to sea, away from the mouth of the Chesapeake, away from the last spit of land.


    Then Phoebe must find a way to turn them around.


    She wrestled the lid off the box of the jars of preserves and selected one marked Plums. Her little knife wouldn’t do for slicing bread, and Belinda hadn’t thought to include utensils or cutlery in her cabin stores. Phoebe rose and glanced around in search of something with a bigger blade. Her glance landed on the rack of weapons hanging from one bulkhead. Cutlasses, rapiers, an ornate sword hung there


    Behind an iron bar with a prominent lock.


    The penknife would have to do for cutting the bread and spreading the preserves, and one vague notion of how to get away would have to go. She could only gaze upon the blades rather than employ them for good use, rather like Tantalus in the myth always thirsting for water but unable to reach it.


    Phoebe set the bread and preserves on the table and tore off a hunk of the former. “This will make a mess, but we do have water.”


    “I want something hot too.” Belinda had turned petulant again. “Why can’t they prepare me something hot?”


    “I believe they douse fires in a storm. You’ll have to wait for the sea to quiet.”


    “And sleep.” Belinda yawned and picked up the bread and preserves bottle. “I don’t care if it’s messy.” She snatched up Phoebe’s knife and used it to break the wax seal over the end of the jar and scoop out some of the jellied fruit. Much of it slid onto the table. Enough landed on the bread to apparently satisfy Belinda, for she began to devour the repast.


    With a bit more grace, Phoebe spread plum preserves on her own bread. Her stomach would stop hurting once she ate something, and she loved plum preserves. These had come from her in-laws’ plantation. They would taste like ambrosia.


    They didn’t smell like ambrosia. Before bread and jam touched her lips, Phoebe’s nose wrinkled at the stench of rotten fruit.


    “This jam has gone bad.” She started to set the bread aside. “I’ll find some”


    “It’s not bad. It’s delicious.” Belinda tore off another chunk of bread and doused it with more preserves. “If I had a spoon, I’d eat it right out of the jar.”


    Phoebe’s stomach clenched. She’d eaten little since she’d been forced aboard a tiny ship’s cutter, overcrowded with men, Belinda, and her, tossed about in the Chesapeake as they evaded other vessels and pretended to be innocent fishermen. Her stomach had hurt then too, outrage, apprehension, fear tearing at her insides. Not eating made it worse. She knew that. She must eat to think.


    She lifted her hunk of bread to her lips, took a bite. The sweet and tart flavor of the plum preserves burst on her tongue, burned in her throat. The bread tasted like glue smelled. She tried to swallow, gagged, raced for the stern windows to jerk back the latch, and slammed the panes aside.


    “Phoebe, what are you doing?”


    Phoebe gripped the sides of the window frame and leaned out as far as she dared. Sea spray slapped her face like icy palms. She gulped in cold, wet air, tried swallowing again. The bread remained stuck in her throat.


    “Phoebe, shut that window at once,” Belinda cried. “You’re getting soaked, and it’s cold.”


    The brig twisted itself into the trough of a wave. Phoebe’s stomach twisted in the opposite direction. She groaned. Involuntary tears spilled from her eyes, hot against her chilled cheeks.


    “I can’t be seasick. I can’t.”


    The stern slammed onto the water. The bread went down. Stayed. She wasn’t seasick. She inhaled the fresh airand took in a mouthful of seawater. She coughed, choked, rather welcomed the frigid blast.


    Behind her, Belinda raged. Her words made no sense, but the tone was clear. She sounded like her deceased brother when he’d been in a temper, when he’d been thwarted, and Phoebe’s shoulders tensed, her back muscles rippling in anticipation of a blow, a kick, a pinch at the least.


    No, no, not Belinda. She threw tantrums like the spoiled child she too often still was, but she never inflicted pain. At least not with her fists. She preferred cutting words. Physical pain was Gideon, and he was dead, dead, dead. But if Belinda continued to rage, the captain would return.


    Phoebe started to draw back inside the cabin to tell Belinda to be quiet, let her enjoy the storm in peace. But the lavender and mildew combination in the cabin sent Phoebe’s stomach roiling again, and she leaned out of the window for tangy, briny air.


    But Belinda did grow quiet as though someone had shut her into a box and sat on the lid. Hands clamped on Phoebe’s waist. Belinda come to help? No, large hands held her, pulled her away from the sea, lifted her off the window seat.


    “Don’t.” Her voice sounded like a mewling kitten’s cry.


    “Do not what?” He sounded amused. “Do not let you tumble on your head into the sea? Do not let you catch your death soaked as you are?”


    “Don’t help me.” She kept her eyes closed so she didn’t have to look at him, see contempt or mockery for her weakness. “If you won’t let me off this brig, you’d better just let me die. I’ll likely hang anyway.”


    Belinda gasped from somewhere nearby. “Phoebe.”


    “I thought better of the great Phoebe Carter Lee.” His burr rolled over the R’s in her maiden name, a purr to her whimper.


    Had he not cradled her in his arms, she would have curled up on herself like an overcooked shrimp, hidden her face so he couldn’t see her any more than she would look upon him.


    “’Tis a wee bit of the mal de mer, no more.” He set her on the bed. “Get yourself into dry things while I fetch you something to drink.”


    “No, not mal de mer.” Yet inside the cabin, with the windows closed, the merest suggestion of sustenance set her off again. With her eyes still closed, she tried returning to the window. “I need air.”


    “But you’re getting everything wet letting the water and rain in like that.”


    “No, please, I can’t” A sob of pure mortification broke from Phoebe’s throat.


    Rafe Docherty handed her a basin and held her head.


    Phoebe burned with shame, shivered with cold. Sobs of mortification choked her so she couldn’t say what she was thinking. If one can die of humiliation, I’ll be dead in minutes.


    “No, you will not die of the humiliation or the sickness.” The sonorous voice held a hint of laughter. The hand that brushed her hair away from her brow held tenderness despite rough calluses.


    So she had spoken her thoughts aloud.


    She curled up as tightly as she could and wrapped her arms around her knees. The door latch clicked. No bolt sounded.


    “That’s revolting, Phoebe,” Belinda said. “I’m not even hungry anymore.”


    “So sorry.” Phoebe began to shiver. “This cabin is so small. It’s like”


    But it wasn’t. Though low in height, the chamber wasn’t much smaller than an average bedroom. If she continued to tell herself that, she would be all right. Surely.


    “Will you fetch me some dry clothes, please?” she asked.


    “I don’t know whereoh, all right.”


    Rustling, snapping, the creak of hinges followed. A few moments later, Belinda brought Phoebe a nightgown reeking of lavender. Her throat burned, but she was done for now. With Belinda’s aid, Phoebe exchanged wet things for dry, then snuggled into the quilts on the bunk, covers smelling of sea air and sunshine and oddly calming.


    A knock sounded on the door. “May I come in, ladies?”


    “Of course.” Belinda tucked a stray curl behind one ear with one hand and gripped a chair back with the other. The smile she granted Docherty was positively coy. “You’re being so kind to my friend.”


    “I like my carpet in here.” His tone was brusque, chilly as sea air. “Drink this, Mrs. Lee.” He crouched beside the bunk, slipped his arm beneath Phoebe’s shoulders, and lifted her enough for him to hold a cup to her lips.


    Ginger tingled in her nose. Ginger and


    She jerked back. “You’re trying to drug me.”


    “Aye, there is a wee bit of poppy juice in there.” His clear gray eyes met hers with a gentle compassion that made her own eyes sting. “’Tis the best way. ’Twill calm you without incapacitating you.” One corner of his mouth quirked up. “Believe me, I ken how you are feeling.”


    Ginger, of course. She’d smelled it on him earlier.


    “Odd you’d choose to be a sailor,” she murmured.


    “I did not choose it.” The harshness returned. “Drink. I have not all night to play nursery maid.”


    “Then take it away. I am not seasick.”


    “Indeed?” His brows arched. “Seems I have seen evidence to the contrary.”


    “No, no, it’s the cabin, the smell.”


    “Aye, the lavender.” He grimaced.


    “What’s wrong with lavender?” Belinda sounded belligerent. “It makes me happy.”


    “It makes me ill,” Phoebe muttered.


    One corner of Docherty’s lips twitched. Their eyes met in a moment of understanding.


    “Drink the ginger water,” he said. “’Twill help whatever the cause.”


    “I don’t want my brain to be as useless as mush.” She glared at him. “However you want it to be.”


    “Considering Mrs. Chapman’s condition, I do not want your brain like porridge either, but I do not wish you suffering from the sickness either.” He held the glass to her lips. “Drink.”


    “Considering Mrs. Chapman’s condition,” Phoebe countered, turning her head away, “a reasonable man would let us go.”


    “Aye, but you are presuming I am a reasonable mon.”


    She opened her mouth for further protest, and he tipped the contents of the glass between her lips. She could choke, spit it all over herself and perhaps him, or swallow. She swallowed and prayed he spoke the truth about the poppy juice being a small amount.


    “Ver’ good. That should calm you.” His glance of approval was almost warm.


    Nothing felt warm about the speed with which he departed from the cabin. The slam of the bolt on the outside of the door felt like an icicle through her chest.


    “See, I told you he was kind.” Belinda had resumed consuming bread and jam and licked her fingers between words.


    Phoebe didn’t shudder when she looked at her sister-in-law this time. For that she did owe him a debt of gratitude. He’d been kind about her sickness, even if he thought it was mal de mer. He’d drugged her in his kindness, a fair treatment for sickness like hers. And a way to keep her quiet until they sailed too far away for her to get Belinda and her back to land? No, he’d claimed not enough to incapacitate her, and in those moments of his gray eyes compassionate upon her face, she believed him.


    Dangerous, that kindness in him. She must never forget that he was not any more altruistic about making her survive the voyage than he was about getting George out of prison in Englandhe possessed some ulterior motive for that too, or she wasn’t a fully qualified midwife.


    A midwife not all that far from her teacher if they hadn’t left the Chesapeake yet. Not all that far from her teacher’s still well-connected husband. If she could find a weapon...


    If she could get her brain to clear and her limbs to work...


    “No.” She fought against the poppy juice. It dragged her down like anchor chains. She shook them off and used the bulkhead to pull herself upright. “No, no, no, he isn’t kind. He’s a devious scoundrel, a cur”


    Belinda’s eyes widened with shock. “Phoebe, that isn’t very Christian of you.”


    “I don’t feel particularly Christian toward him.” Phoebe flopped her leaden legs over the side of the bunk. “He’s aa rogue, a louse, a”


    She didn’t know, or at least wouldn’t use, worse epithets for him than she’d already applied. Name calling got a body nowhere. She needed action, a clear head, and a lot of help from God.


    Her conscience twinged that she would ask for God’s help after heaping uncomplimentary appellations upon a fellow being and while planning to be what she claimed she was nota violent person.


    “I won’t have to do anything violent if he cooperates.” She didn’t realize she’d spoken aloud until Belinda surged to her feet.


    “What are you going to do? Do you want to get us locked up in the hold or something?”


    “No, I’m going to get us set ashore.” Phoebe dropped her head into her hands. “If the cabin will stop spinning.”


    “But I don’t want to”


    “Do you want one of those men delivering your baby?”


    “If necessary, yes, if that’s what I must do to go to England.”


    Phoebe groaned. “I should have guessed.”


    She tried to stand. Her legs gave way beneath her. On hands and knees, she crawled to the desk and opened the bottom drawer. A pile of thick leather-bound books rested within. Logs. Perhaps interesting reading, if she were to remain aboard the privateer.


    “But I won’t,” she vowed between her teeth.


    “What won’t you do? What are you doing?” A glance back showed Belinda sticking the penknife into the jar of preserves and licking it off.


    Phoebe’s stomach protested. She closed her eyes and concentrated on her tasksearching. She didn’t look at Belinda. She didn’t answer her. She slipped her hand inside drawers, beneath paper and books, quills and wax wafers. She felt along the sides of the drawers and on the bottoms of the ones above. She used her hand to measure, seeking a hidden compartment.


    “You know that’s rude,” Belinda said.


    “Abducting someone is rude.” Phoebe scowled at the desk.


    No more drawers. No results. Nothing as interesting as a hidden compartment. So where could it be?


    She scanned the top. A fiddle board kept an inkwell, a pen holder, and a box of sand in place. She braced her hand on the fiddle board as she staggered to her feet. It didn’t move in its slot on the desktop, and yet...


    She yanked the board from the desktop with a screech of protesting, swollen wood.


    Belinda gasped and knocked the plum preserves onto the floor. It rolled with the tilting of the ship but didn’t break and stain the plush carpet.


    “You’re destroying things.” Belinda was white.


    Phoebe stared at her. “Are you frightened of these men? If so”


    “Not these men. You. I thought you’d understand. I thought you’d want to come. I thought you’d stay with me no matter what.” Huge tears began to roll down Belinda’s round cheeks. “You were so faithful to my brother, even ifbut you’re going to make something horrible happen, and then George won’t get free.”


    “Oh yes he will. If we get free, we can go to Dominick, as I wanted to in the first place.”


    “He can’t help.”


    But Docherty had confirmed that Dominick, son of a British peer, could. If he still held enough influence to get someone’s letters of marque revoked, he held enough power to get a prisoner free, despite being married to an American lady.


    “We’ll get him free without subjecting ourselves to this.” Phoebe swept out one hand to indicate the cabin. It happened to be the hand holding the fiddle board. It cracked against the bulkhead and split down the middle without the screech of rending wood.


    Belinda screeched, though. Phoebe smiled, for a shining brass key lay on the rug. If only it proved to be the right one.


    She sank to her knees to snatch it up. The brig dipped and twisted. Phoebe took long, deep breaths, thought about aromatic ginger water.


    And a gray-eyed man smelling of eastern spice.


    A shiver ran over her skin. She curled her fingers around the key. If this was what she hoped it was, she would be rid of the man whose presence, whose voice, whose moments of tenderness raised gooseflesh on her arms with the merest hint of memory.


    “Phoebe, please tell me what you’re doing.” Belinda wasn’t whining, pleading, or commanding. The quietness of the question drove a spike of ice through Phoebe’s middle.


    “I’m doing what I must to get us off this brig.” She hauled herself to her feet. Her head spun from the opiate in the ginger water, but her stomach cooperated. She could manage a spinning head. “I won’t let you risk George’s baby like this, with a stranger we have no reason to trust, if he thinks nothing of alienating us to our countrymen.”


    Belinda didn’t respond. Her dark eyes wide, she stared at Phoebe as she dragged and stumbled her way across the cabin, shoved aside boxes of provisions and trunks of clothing, and fetched up hard against the opposite bulkhead.


    The one with the array of weapons. The locked-up weapons. But Phoebe held a key. If it fit...


    She slid it into the lock. It turned. Tumblers fell into place. The lock clicked open.


    Phoebe curled her fingers around a dagger with a six-inch double-sided blade and lethal point. Then she turned back toward the door.


    And found Belinda right behind her. “If you don’t put that back right now, I’ll scream to get the captain or someone down here.”


    Phoebe smiled. “Go right ahead.”
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