
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      TO CONQUER A BRIDE

      
        DANGEROUS TIDES

      

    

    




      
        NAIMA SIMONE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Bonkers Romance LLC]
          [image: Bonkers Romance LLC]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Naima Simone

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Content Warnings

      

      
        Sea Shanty

      

      
        1. Niall

      

      
        2. Zaid

      

      
        3. Niall

      

      
        4. Zaid

      

      
        5. Niall

      

      
        6. Niall

      

      
        7. Zaid

      

      
        8. Zaid

      

      
        9. Niall

      

      
        10. Zaid

      

      
        11. Niall

      

      
        12. Zaid

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Violence, involuntary drug use, murder (of baddies), injuries during shooting, small violation of consent/dubious consent, kidnapping, explicit sex, explicit menage sex

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            SEA SHANTY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Yo ho, altogether hoist the colors high

        Heave ho, gods and mortals to sail the Siren’s Tide

        The Dutchman drags you

        Screaming to the depth

        Through rock and crevice

        You find a breath.

        What you seek might still be found.

        Where flowers grow and men may drown.

        Journey to the corsairs’ slum

        And hoist for me a bottle of rum.

        Sidhe holds the treasure, the wicked piece

        We shall rise again, our sorrows ceased.

        Ol’ Davy’s Locker off the Cove of Wrecks

        The bones will lead us and end our trek.

        For to the Reaper we must all pray

        Lest we disturb the Green Lady’s stay.
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      Holy shit.

      I’m getting married.

      I inhale, and slowly exhaling, glance out the glass wall of the companionway. In the distance, Nelson Dock Pier is a silhouette against the steadily deepening purple sky, and through the cracked door in front of me, the fresh, salty scent of the Thames lends a fragrance sweeter than any flower to me. I’ve grown up on ships, on the water. It’s fitting that I marry on both.

      Initially, I’d balked at the wedding taking place in London. Though this is my fiancé’s family’s home, mine is in Boston. But now, I’m glad I compromised.

      This day is perfect.

      “Thank God for the UK’s Environmental Act of 2057,” my grandmother mutters next to me with a sniff. “If not, we would be breathing in shit right now.”

      Biting the inside of my cheek, I swallow a snicker. “You’re horrible,” I whisper. “Be good, woman.”

      Luce Hudson snorts, and this time I can’t hold in my quiet laughter.

      Her signature lavender and vanilla fragrance teases me, and I hug that sense of familiarity close. As of today, everything in my life will change, and if I could, I’d hoard that elegant yet calming scent. Take it out and hold it close like a safety blanket whenever I needed to remember where I came from—who I came from.

      “Are you sure, baby girl?” Mama abruptly turns to me, and her fingers press into my shoulders. “I don’t give a damn about the people waiting for us on this yacht. If you tell me right now that he isn’t the man for you, that this isn’t what you want, I will jump ship right now and won’t stop until we hit Boston.”

      She’s not bullshitting.

      Three things my grandmother doesn’t mess around about—her husband and my grandfather Marcell Hudson, the family company Crown Shipping, and me. She will turn around and leave this ship, the wedding be damned. It’s just one of the reasons Grandad loved her. She’s the original ride or die.

      Lifting my hands, I cover hers. And squeeze.

      “I miss him, too,” I whisper.

      My indomitable grandmother’s face crumbles for just a moment before she ducks her head. But she can’t hide her throat working as she convulsively swallows, no doubt battling back tears. The tears that glisten in her eyes when she looks back at me seconds later.

      “I wish he was here,” she rasps. “He should be here.”

      Yes, he—Marcell Hudson, my grandfather and her husband—should be here on today of all days. He should be here to walk me down the aisle and give me away alongside my grandmother. Since our family is matriarchal, tradition dictates not only that the males who marry into our family take the last name Hudson, but that this would be my grandmother’s duty and honor.

      But to hell with tradition.

      Grandad became my father when my own died in a plane crash with my mom when I was two. From the archived news records and clippings, the media found it as ironic as the world that my father and my mom, the heir to Crown Shipping, met death in the air instead of in the water. I didn’t give a damn about the where. Dead is dead.

      Just as missing is missing.

      And my grandfather has been missing for two years.

      In a way, him being missing is worse than if he died. Death has finality, an ending. Missing…doesn’t. There’s always a question about if he’s truly gone. If he will one day walk back through that door, yelling for us with that deep, booming voice with one of his many fantastical stories about where he’s been for the last seven hundred and fifty-two days.

      Yes, I’ve counted every single one of them. So has my grandmother.

      Mama clears her throat and freeing her hands from mine, lifts them and cups my cheeks. Lowering my head, she brushes a kiss over my forehead.

      “I know with every piece of me that your grandfather would climb out of hell itself to be here by your side. Nothing would keep him away from his precious Niall.”

      “I know.”

      I squeeze her wrists and note their fragility. She might curse like a sailor but there are moments like these—when I look into her grief-heavy eyes, when I touch her delicate bones—that I’m bluntly reminded that she’s eighty-one years old. Mama is one of those women blessed with superior genes. Her smooth, mahogany skin remains mostly unlined, but she’s done nothing to surgically remove a wrinkle or line from her face or a pound on her petite body. No, she proudly displays them. She calls them proof of a well-lived and loved life.

      Yet, the last two years have been…difficult. My grandparents were a true love match and being without her other half has taken its toll.

      I worry. Grandad going missing damn near destroyed me. Losing Mama would…

      I shut my eyes, as if the gesture would block out the thought. The possibility.

      But if my life has taught me one lesson time and time again with a casualness that’s breathless in its cruelty, it’s that death doesn’t give a single fuck. It comes for everyone with no respect for who the person is.

      Mama presses the pads of her thumbs into my cheekbones and I open my eyes, meeting hers.

      “He would’ve been so proud of you, Niall. And I say ‘would’ve’ because you and I both know only death would’ve kept him from being here today.” Her voice hoarsens, and my heart thrusts against my rib cage like a fist attempting to throw a wild punch. My lips part but she shakes her head, a small ghost of a smile curving her lips. “No, baby girl. You’re about to be a married woman, a wife. It’s time we both admit what we refuse to say to anyone else, even if it’s just to each other.” She pauses, swallows, and a sharp, terrible sadness flashes in her eyes, and my breath snags in my lungs. “Your grandfather’s gone. He’s dead.”

      A screaming objection climbs up from my soul and echoes inside my head and chest. No! The terrified little girl deep inside me slaps her hands over her ears. I don’t want to hear this. As long as we don’t voice the words aloud, then there remains the possibility that he can return to us.

      “Mama” I croak.

      “No.” She lowers her hands, clasps my shoulders again. “Today, we’re facing the truth together. We both know heaven or hell couldn’t have kept him from handing his little girl over to the person who she’s choosing to bind her life to. The person who will protect her just as she protects him or her. And he would’ve walked you down that aisle with tears in his eyes, a smile on his face, and with a hug for the person waiting at the altar. That’s who he was. Was, baby girl. But I’m going to be the only person with that honor today. And I’m not telling you anything you don’t know when I say I’m cut from a different cloth. I’ve never sugarcoated shit a day in my life. And just because you’re standing here in this wedding dress, I’m not about to start now.”

      She tilts her head, studies me, and I’ve seen grown men cower and crumble under that merciless stare. But I’m the woman she raised me to be—I’m Luce Hudson’s granddaughter.

      But fuck. I can’t lie.

      I want to hide.

      From that gaze and whatever she’s about to say.

      “Are you sure, Niall?” she repeats her earlier question. “Is this what you want? More importantly, is Deion the man you want to spend the rest of your life with? Is he the right man?”

      I lift my palms, shaking my head.

      “Of course,” I say. No, hedge. “I’m marrying him.”

      “That doesn’t answer my questions.”

      I huff out a low chuckle and shrug. “Mama, of course. I wouldn’t marry him if I wasn’t certain.” Truth. “And if he wasn’t the right man.” A version of the truth.

      I know what she’s asking. Do I love Deion Ito, my fiancé. I won’t lie to her—I can’t. She wants that for me because that fairy-tale love is what she and Grandad had. And I wish with all my heart I could tell her yes, I love Deion and my life would be empty without him. God, I wish I could give her that.

      But I experienced that kind of devotion once…and I lost it. Now, after grieving that loss, I’ve accepted that not everyone is meant to spend the rest of their lives with their soul mate. If they were, then that once-in-a-lifetime love wouldn’t be so special. Wouldn’t be sought after like a fabled treasure.

      No, I have my reasons for marrying Deion Ito. And they may not include head-over-heels adoration but they’re just as solid. Just as time-honored and steady.

      Legacy.

      Power.

      Respect.

      “Mama, I’m sure.” I smile. “You don’t have to worry. Deion’s a good man.”

      For a long moment, she doesn’t speak, just continues to look at me. Finally, she dips her chin and lowers her hands and returns my smile.

      “You look beautiful, baby girl.”

      Smiling, I smooth my palms down my hips. The corset top of my white mermaid-style dress lifts and cups my small breasts while the lace conforms to my narrow waist and generous thighs, and the satin skirt flares from just above my knees to the floor in a wide, elegant bell.

      My thick, natural, shoulder-length tight curls are parted down the middle, and white, maroon, and gold silk roses are pinned behind my right ear. Mama’s teardrop diamond chandelier earrings are my only jewelry, my something borrowed and old.

      The blue is the garter belt…and the new is the stainless steel dagger strapped to it. Both are gifts from my grandmother. She hadn’t only made sure I would be able to run Crown Shipping when she either stepped down or left this earth; she ensured I could defend and protect myself because, in her words, “this world won’t.” And I guess giving me this gorgeous weapon on my wedding day is her way of reminding me of that.

      It does. It also reminds me that I’m hers and always will be.

      “Thank you,” I murmur and smile. “I’m ready.”

      She leans forward and presses another kiss to my cheek.

      “Okay. Let’s go get you married.”

      Hooking her arm through mine, she lightly knocks on the door and it swings open, revealing the large, exquisitely decorated upper deck of the sleek, huge super yacht that sits like a sparkling opulent jewel on the Thames. It’s modern, gorgeous, luxurious—the epitome of Ito International Ltd.

      Still, I prefer the old-fashioned brigantine with its massive sails docked back at the pier in the distance. The Luce, my grandfather’s. It’s classical, historical, and fantastical. It’s him.

      Suddenly, she looks at me. Concern and a wild fierceness glitter in her eyes, and I’m reminded of a video I’d once seen. A tiger protecting her cubs. Ferocity. Love.

      “I want you to promise me something, baby girl,” she rasps, the heels of her palms pressing into my jaw. “Promise me you won’t lose yourself. Promise me you won’t forget who you are and whose you are. Swear you won’t allow anyone to steal your voice, and that you won’t ever shrink so someone else can grow. Promise me, Niall.”

      “Mama, I promise. Nothing will change.” I cradle her arm against my side. “Everything will be fine.”

      She kisses my forehead in answer and guides me forward. Nerves dance through me as we glide down the aisle, strewn in pale pink petals, my and Deion’s families seated on either side in plush, satin-draped chairs.

      And at the end, immaculately dressed in a black tuxedo, stands my fiancé, Deion Ito.

      I can’t help but admire him. With his tall, imposing build, wide shoulders, lean waist, and long legs, he’s every inch a successful business mogul. Even with the distance of the long aisle separating us, his charisma and dominance reach out to me. His nearly black gaze strokes over my bare shoulders and the tops of my breasts, and it leaves a pleasant warmth behind, like the touch of spring sunshine.

      Pleasant, a voice that sounds a hell of a lot like my grandmother’s whispers in my head. Can you live with pleasant for the rest of your life?

      Mentally shaking my head, I focus on reaching Deion, and after Mama places my hand in his strong grip, the ceremony begins.

      Tilting my head back, I stare into his dark eyes, take in his scalpel-sharp cheekbones, his smooth, tawny skin, full mouth, and strong jaw. He’s a beautiful man.

      And I will myself to feel…something other than appreciation.

      There’s respect.

      Respect won’t keep you warm, give you orgasms.

      Esteem, admiration won’t break your heart.

      They won’t give you the dizzying heights of love and joy either.

      Oh God. My subconscious is arguing with itself at the altar. And I can’t tell which side is winning.

      I force myself to concentrate on Pastor Huron’s words that will bind us together as husband and wife. My choice, I declare to my subconscious…my mind…fuck me. My choice and this is what I want.

      “…present know of any reason why this couple should not be joined in holy matrimony, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

      A pregnant pause falls over the ship, but everyone here knows this is only formality. After all, who in their right mind would interrupt the wedding of the formidable Deion Ito and Niall Hudson?

      Pastor Huron acknowledges the silence with a dip of his chin then holds out his hand to us, palm up. “If you would please face each—”

      “Oh fuck. I hope I’m not too late. I hate being tardy for shit.”

      Shock crashes over me in an icy wave and I gasp, the power of it pummeling the breath from my lungs. I spoke too soon about someone being crazy enough to crash our wedding. Apparently, there’s someone possessing a death wish.

      Murmurs and whispers from our guests ripple in the air, and well, this was supposed to be the wedding of the decade. But not like this.

      “What the fuck?” Deion growls, his hand tightening around mine to the point of pain.

      I slowly turn toward the stern of the yacht and that deep, rumbling voice damn near vibrates with dark, hungry menace.

      Don’t you look, part of me screams. Don’t you dare look!

      But I’ve never been one to turn away from a dare, from danger, and I don’t start now, even when my heart pounds out a warning that this one glance will be like looking into the eye of a storm that will tear my life apart.

      And I’m not wrong.

      Trepidation trips down my spine.

      Trepidation because even though I’ve only seen a picture of this man, I know him. Know of him.

      And his presence means no good for me. And definitely not for Deion.

      The shit is about to hit the proverbial fan.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?” Deion snaps, voice as cold as the icy shock still slicking through my veins.

      “Giving my congratulations, of course. I figured my invitation got lost in the mail, so I came to give my cheers in person,” his brother drawls in his clipped British accent, striding up the aisle as if he’s strolling through Hyde Park on a sunny day. “Cheers, brother.” Zaid Ito pauses several feet away from us, bends at the waist in a small mocking bow, then turns toward the front row where his parents sit. He bows again. Deeper. “Oto-san. Mother.”

      Go Ito doesn’t respond, just stares at his son as if he isn’t standing there. Emotion flickers in Marian Ito’s hazel eyes, but like her husband, she doesn’t react to her older son’s greeting.

      The corner of Zaid’s mouth curls up, but it isn’t a smile, and it isn’t nice. There’s nothing about Zaid Ito that’s nice.

      If Deion is painfully proper sophistication, then his older brother is everything raw, wild, earthy. Where Deion’s hair is perfectly styled and cut close to his head, Zaid’s long strands fall in a tangle of loose, wavy curls below his shoulders. While Deion’s warm brown skin is flawless, Zaid’s almond skin tells a story of violence, with a scar slashing the end of his right eyebrow and another across his jaw that his thick black beard doesn’t cover. Instead of an elegant tuxedo, a long-sleeved, cotton white shirt clings to his broad chest, the open collar revealing a strong throat and the rolled-up sleeves displaying powerful forearms roped with muscles. Every inch of visible skin, from his neck to his fingers, is covered in black, red, and blue ink. Black pants mold to lean hips and powerful thighs that resemble the carefully preserved oak trees in Mama’s Martha’s Vineyard home. Scuffed boots that belong to a laborer cover his large feet as compared to the formal, shiny black shoes that adorn Deion’s.

      Where Deion’s gaze is cool, assessing, Zaid’s gold, brown, and green stare is hot, fierce. Glowing. Like a predatory eagle spying his prey.

      I shiver. Like that prey.

      Zaid is the hated and scorned outcast to Deion’s revered heir.

      He’s the pirate to Deion’s respected citizen.

      And with every step that brings him closer, I want to shrink from all that violent, brutal energy that seems to snap and snarl around him.

      “Security,” Deion grinds out. That grit in his voice and the tight, small tick along his jaw the only signs of agitation. “Please rid us of this…nuisance to my family.”

      The emphasis on “my family” isn’t lost on anyone there. His. Deion’s. Not Zaid’s. And the fact their parents have turned their backs on him and stare straight ahead as if he doesn’t exist kind of co-signs this.

      Zaid’s grin grows and another shiver dances through me. A shiver of warning, of dread.

      “Deion…” I murmur.

      But he ignores me.

      “Security,” he barks again.

      “Oops,” Zaid whispers. “Did I forget to mention they might be a little”—he pauses—“tied up at the moment? Oh, why lie? Dead. They’re dead. To be fair, though, I did give them a choice. And I have to commend you, little brother. Good choice in crew. Only one decided you weren’t worth dying for. But then I had to kill him for being a disloyal pussy.”

      Out of my peripheral vision, I catch movement in the area of the main control room and emerging from the galley. People dressed similarly to Zaid silently slip up behind him and on the sides of the guests, forming an intimidating barricade of flesh and bone.

      Oh shit.

      Horror screams through my veins, infiltrating my blood.

      Mama.

      My gaze jerks to my grandmother. Is she terrified? Please God, don’t let them hurt her. I already lost Grand—fuck. The prayer on my lips instantly changes on spying her narrowed eyes and grim lips. God, please don’t let her say or do anything that will get her killed. I’m ready to bolt over to that front row and throw my body in front of her so she doesn’t do anything foolish.

      “You just admitted to murder in front of over one hundred witnesses. I didn’t think even you were that stupid, Zaid,” Deion says, arching an eyebrow.

      “Did I? Self-defense. I believe I admitted to self-defense. But fuck it.” His brother shrugs a massive shoulder. “Does it really matter when I’m about to commit a kidnapping?”

      Before his words—his confession—fully registers, his long legs eat up the distance separating him from us and his long, hard fingers close around my upper arm.

      I gasp. From the shock. From the heat.

      And it’s the burn of his touch that sears away my paralysis.

      “The fuck?” I tear out of his hold.

      Or attempt to.

      His grip tightens, and that brutal grip is sure to leave bruises. And as I lift my gaze from his scarred fingers to his jeweled, cruel eyes, I sincerely doubt he gives one single damn.

      “What the hell?” Deion snarls, and he yanks on my hands that are still clasped in his.

      If the situation weren’t so damn serious and surreal, I’d laugh over being caught in a tug-of-war at my big age of twenty-six.

      But there isn’t anything laughable about an honest-to-God pirate trying to kidnap me from the altar on my fucking wedding day.

      “Son, this is unseemly…” Pastor Huron objects, his Bible and hand flapping, pale skin stained an alarming shade of red.

      “Get your fucking hands off my granddaughter.” Mama shoots up from her seat and charges us.

      But in a whirl of motion, two women and three men appear, their guns aimed at the back of Pastor Huron’s head, two on either side of Deion’s head and at Mama’s temple, and a knife at her throat.

      “Don’t,” I yell. At least in my head, I yell. It emerges as a hoarse, pained whisper.

      And Christ, I don’t give a damn about Deion or—God, I’m going to hell for this—Pastor Huron. The sight of that gun against my grandmother’s delicate, blue-veined skin and the blade at her throat has the dirty, metallic grit of fear surging up my throat and onto my tongue. They can’t hurt her. They can’t.

      “I have nothing but respect for you, Luce Hudson. But I’ll drop you where you stand if you try me,” Zaid warns her.

      “Fuck you,” Mama spits, hate burning in her brown eyes, and she surges forward, pressing her neck against the knife. A thin line of red blooms against her paper-thin brown skin. “And fuck you twice if you think you’re going anywhere with my granddaughter.”

      He chuckles and my stomach twists, acid churning inside it. I hate him. So much it eclipses the fear, the worry.

      Zaid bends his head, rubbing his cheek against my curls. “Oh, I really, really hope your granddaughter is as feisty as you.”

      The scream Mama looses would’ve done an Amazon proud, and rage barrels into me, hot and liquid. I throw my head back, hoping I smash his nose right into that tiny-ass thing he calls a brain. But with another of those laughs, he shifts to the side, evading my head butt.

      Goddamn it.

      I want blood. His blood. My fingers curl into my palm, itching with the need to peel up this dress, grab my knife, and put it to his throat, giving him the same red collar his people have gifted my grandmother.

      As if reading my thoughts, his tattooed arm lifts and bands my throat, that muscled forearm pressing right up against my windpipe. Right now, it’s a threat of cutting off my air. But message received. One move and my access to breathing will be a thing of the past.

      Bastard.

      My gaze meets Mama’s. She’s stopped struggling, too. Not for her own sake, though. For mine. Tears burn my eyes. I’ve become her weakness. I’m weak. And I hate it.

      I hate him for making me weak.

      “Zaid, what are you doing?” Marian softly calls.

      Behind me, his chest rises and falls on a hard, deep breath, and for a second, he stills. But in the next, he jerks his chin toward the man and woman behind Deion.

      “Enough talk,” he bluntly states, voice no longer possessing that faintly teasing note but cold menace again.

      The two press the barrels of their guns harder to Deion’s head, dragging him back several feet. Deion doesn’t immediately release my hand, and for a long moment fire races up my arm, coalescing in my shoulder. But I lock down the grunt of pain. Not for Deion’s sake. I’m not giving Zaid the pleasure of hearing that. Fuck that and fuck him.

      “You’re not taking her anywhere.” Deion strains against their hold even as they tow him back and away. “She’s mine.”

      “Hear that, pet.” Zaid chuckles again and wraps an arm of steel around my waist, hauling me against his hard, big body. “So possessive. Let’s see if he’s still singing that same tune a few weeks from now. Especially since he knows how I like to…play.”

      His lips skim my cheekbone, and I buck and twist away from both his touch and the threat in those words. Fury sears away my common sense; I see red. I’ve heard of the phenomenon. Read about it. But never experienced it. My body burns alive, and I’m consumed in flames; it drowns my mind. No one has ever touched me without my consent. In any way. And he’s already violated that and is threatening to do more—to do the worst.

      No.

      A scream rebounds against my skull as he hauls me across the deck, and from a distance, I recognize that it isn’t all in my head. That my throat aches from the curses I’m hurling at him. That my body will bear the bruises and tenderness from all the twisting and kicking of trying to free myself from him. It’s pointless, and the deep, painful helplessness only stirs and fires my efforts to escape.

      Have I mentioned how much I loathe him?

      And every person either actively assisting him in kidnapping me or standing by and doing nothing but spectating. It might be irrational, but I hate them all.

      “You might want to hold on,” Zaid advises me seconds before he releases my neck and leaps up onto the railing behind him.

      A scream jacks into my throat and lodges there. On reflex, I clutch the arm around my waist, his big body suddenly the only stable, steady purchase in this crazy-as-fuck landscape my world has become.

      “See you soon, little brother.”

      Faster than my eye can track, Zaid whips a gun out, aims, and shoots. The scream in my throat escapes as Deion’s body jerks and he grunts, falling against his captors.

      And in the next moment, I’m plummeting through the air toward the dark water below.
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      “A bit of a drama queen, isn’t she?”

      Rochelle, one of my crew, tucks the needle she used to drug and knock out Niall Hudson into the bin at her side. She glances up from Niall’s unconscious figure at the bottom of the tender that speeds across the dark, cold waters of the Thames.

      Once I have her gaze, I shrug and say, signing along, “As long as she’s stopped that fucking screaming, I don’t really give a fuck.”

      Rochelle returns my shrug. Her long-fingered, elegant hands again fly in the ASL of old that my entire crew learned and became fluent in to communicate with her as she’s non-speaking. We don’t need to sign since she can hear but to us, it’s only respectful to speak with her in the same language she does with us.

      “True. Though, her grandmother is a bit of a bad bitch, isn’t she?”

      I grin. “There’s no ‘a bit’ about it. Luce Hudson is all bad bitch. Marcell had to be a damn fine man to be worthy of her.” My smile turns grim, recalling the glint in the old woman’s eyes as I backed toward the edge of the yacht with her granddaughter. “It’s not Deion we need to be worried about—it’s her. She’ll chase us to the end of the earth and right over the edge for her blood.”

      Some might’ve said taking hostage of the woman Luce Hudson, CEO of Crown Shipping, considered a daughter was a fool’s game. Or even a suicide mission. But this life is all about risks. And I just pulled off the biggest gamble. But the prize at the end will be worth it.

      Worth my revenge.

      Worth becoming Luce Hudson’s enemy.

      Worth being even more of a disgrace in my parents’ eyes. In my father’s eyes.

      My mouth curls at the corner, remembering the frigid disdain in my old man’s obsidian gaze.

      Please rid us of this…nuisance to my family.

      My brother’s words ring in my ears, in my chest. The motherfucker should’ve added “again.” “Please rid us of this nuisance to my family again” since Deion did such a fucking bang-up job the first time around.

      The familiar rage, hate, and grief wind and curl around me like thorny vines, drawing blood even as it chokes the shit out of me. The images rise, wailing ghosts that were just waiting for the opportune time to drag me down to their cold graves.

      Me, standing before my father in his office at Ito International Ltd., his expression hard with accusation and disappointment. My brother standing behind him, smirking with triumph.

      Me, alone in the driveway of my family’s Kensington home, the snow falling on my bare head as I stare at the brightly lit windows.

      Me, gazing at my father’s back as he climbs into his town car after cutting me on the street like I’m a stranger instead of his own son.

      My fingers curl into my palm, nails denting the skin, and I cling to the dull pain. Not only does it drag me from the spectral arms of the past but it grounds me in the present. Grounds me in revenge.

      I lower my eyes to the sleeping woman at the bottom of the boat. She’ll be pissed at that, too, when she finally comes around. Kidnapped. Drugged. And now tossed at the feet of a motley crew she probably considers beneath her.

      Doubt this princess has ever been at anyone’s feet.

      I smile.

      Oh, I’m going to enjoy this.

      “Oh shit,” Khalil mutters, shaking his bald head, and as he turns to glare at me, the moonlight glints off the small hoop in his nose and eyebrow. “You’re smiling. We’re fucked.”

      Aleks snorts from his left. “Or she is.”

      Greer jerks her head to glare at him over her shoulder, her dark blonde, kinky curls flying in the wind. “She better not be,” she snaps. “That’s not part of the deal.”

      “Keep your eyes ahead of you,” I bark. “And I don’t rape women. Don’t ever fucking insult me like that. I’m your captain and don’t forget that shit.”

      It’s one thing for those rich fuckers on that Napoleon complex of a yacht to think the worst of me and for me to feed into that misconception—hell, foster it—but it’s another thing for my crew to think it. I’ve handpicked this group and we’ve been together for the last five years. Each one of them knows me better than that.

      But even as I bite the words out to her, I silently order myself to tone it down, to give Greer some slack. She’s been through hell and back. If anyone gets to be sensitive and protective of women, it’s her.

      Greer tightly nods then returns her attention to the dark night ahead of us, her shoulders tense, back straight as the main mast of a ship. She’s angry that I popped off at her. And as the person who would shed blood for her, I want to soothe that hurt. But I’m her captain, and there’s a line of authority she can’t cross or question with me.

      Especially when it comes to Niall Hudson.

      If Greer or any of my crew start to challenge me when it comes to Niall, we’re going to have problems. And as much as I’ve come to think of each of them as the family I’ve chosen instead of the one I was born into, I’ll put that rebellion down. Hard. I have too much riding on Niall Hudson.

      My revenge.

      My future.

      My life.

      She’s the key to everything, and nothing or no one will stand in my way of having it.

      “There.” Greer’s murmur carries back on the water, and she holds up her hand, the fob in it pulsing red, then orange.

      As it turns a neon green, a wave of motion appears in the distance. There, then gone. Then, a moment later, another wave, like a ripple of sound across the dark sky. From one second to the next, the cloaking shield deactivates and the modern 130-foot-long schooner appears on the Thames’s waters. Like a dark, avenging angel, the black sails billow like ink wings against the night sky, and fueled by lithium air batteries, the sleek, narrow design allows the ship to silently slice through the seas like a hot knife through butter.

      The Bone Heart, my ship, strikes fear in the heart of anyone unlucky enough to lay eyes on her. Because it usually means she’s upon you and it’s too late. Your ship and your shit are mine.

      To most people, The Bone Heart is the terror of the North Sea. To me, to my crew?

      She’s home.

      Greer guides the tender closer to the ship, and the controller in her hand flashes again, the signal transmitting to The Bone Heart our presence and request to board. An instant later, a panel seamlessly raises on the side of the schooner, and we sail inside, docking in one of the berths. Quickly, Greer, Rochelle, Khalil, and Aleks disembark before securing the tender and grabbing all our gear out of the small boat.

      I bend down and slide my arms under Niall’s prone body before lifting her insubstantial weight in my arms. The heavy silk of her dress drags as I move onto the slip, and her thick brown-and-auburn curls tickle my forearms, chin, and throat. Without my permission, my gaze drops to the firm penny-brown flesh the corset top struggles to contain. One deep breath, and the secret of whether her nipples are a plump, succulent deep berry or a few shades darker than her skin will be revealed. And fuck if I’m not invested in finding out.

      Shit.

      A pawn.

      That’s all she is.

      Jacking my eyes from the sleeping woman, I stalk forward past the six docks, three of which are empty. Glancing at the big digital clock high on the wall, I note the time. Almost ten o’clock. We’ll give them one more hour before we go out looking for them. My mother used to tell me and Deion stories about her grandfather and how he was a Marine, a member of the United States Armed Forces from over a hundred years ago, before their military became more centralized. Their motto used to be “No Man Left Behind.” It’s mine now. I adopted it for my chosen family since the one I was born into didn’t believe in it.

      The door to the bay opens, and my second-in-command, Rurik, strides in, his blue gaze scanning over us and settling on the sleeping woman in my arms before lifting to me.

      “I see Operation Fuck Over Zaid’s Brother was a success.” He jerks his chin at Niall. “She can’t handle the excitement?”

      “More like he knocked her out with a shot of pento so we didn’t have to hear all that screaming,” Khalil mutters, passing by Rurik with his rifle and gunny sack thrown over his shoulder. “That woman has a set of lungs on her.”

      “And she head butts like me,” Rochelle signs with a grin.

      When Rurik glances at me with an arched eyebrow, I shrug. What can I say? That move caught me by surprise. Under different circumstances, I might’ve been impressed. But considering I was trying to kidnap her ass and control a hundred guests, her rabid grandmother, and my asshole brother, I wasn’t.

      I head out of the bay, and Rurik falls into step behind me, Rochelle, and Greer, with Aleks following us.

      “Get your gear stowed, eat, and get on post. Nobody beds down until everyone else is on board,” I order them.

      A chorus of “yeps” and “ayes” pepper the air before they all peel off toward the crew quarters, except for Rurik. He stays, opening the door to the captain’s cabin, and I move inside, crossing over to the wide bed and carefully laying Niall down on the mattress. She still hasn’t moved, and for a moment, worry skitters through me that maybe we injected too much of the knockout drug in her system. She’s a little above average height for a woman at about five-six or seven, and though she has slim shoulders and small breasts, they’re high and firm, filling the top of the tight corset. Her waist is impossibly narrow, or that could just be a trick of the dress.

      But those wide hips and thick thighs aren’t.

      Those are all her.

      So’s that ass.

      While she stood at the altar, her back to me, I couldn’t take my eyes off those gorgeous curves. They would fit perfectly in my hands. And the thought of seeing that beautiful flesh red from my hand… I’d bricked up right there when all my focus should’ve been on hijacking a wedding, not smacking her ass.

      My gaze drifts up from her tight little body to her face. Even in rest, that face is a work of art. A small mole dots the corner of her right eyebrow. Cheekbones that carve glass, a jawline so sharp, nose so arrogant it screams aristocracy even though I know for a fact her grandfather comes from a family of shipwrights. A mouth that was created to bring a man to his knees…or rather for her to sink to her knees and destroy him with those lips wrapped around his cock. In a face of delicate planes and haughty angles, it’s the only prurient curve, and it’s fucking devastating.

      Yeah, art.

      Not the clean texture, light, and shadow of Auguste Rodin.

      But the lush earthiness of Blake Ward.

      And like any art, smudging it and leaving fingerprints is a “fuck no.” It should be pretty, desired by others, but untouched. No wonder Deion wants her.

      But I know differently. It’s not who she is that makes her vital to me—it’s what she owns.

      “You sure you didn’t give her too much of that shit?” Rurik asks, reading my earlier thoughts.

      “I don’t think so. She should be fine.”

      His mouth twists at the corner, the scar bisecting it not moving. “You don’t sound all that concerned. And considering we went to all this fucking trouble for one spoiled socialite, you probably should sound concerned.”

      “She’ll be fine,” I reiterate. She better be. I have too much riding on this.

      Heaving a sigh, Rurik crosses his arms over his chest. He hasn’t been fully with my idea—my obsession, as he calls it—from the beginning. But he’s not just my second-in-command, he’s my best friend, the first member of my crew, and has my back no matter how destructive I behave. And over the last five years, he’s proven that over and over. The Bone Heart isn’t just my ship’s name. It’s become the description of my mental state, my soul. I don’t fear shit because I don’t have shit to lose.

      When everyone you’ve loved and believed loved you turns their back on you and disowns you like you were never born, not giving a fuck tends to be a side effect.

      “The others? Have you heard from them?”

      I shake my head. “Not yet. Everything went like clockwork. No surprises. They should’ve secured the yacht, set the autopilot on course back for Nelson Dock Pier, and gotten out of there. If they’re not back here in an hour, you and I will take a team and head out looking for them.”

      “Sounds good. Everything went fine here. Although I did get word the Atlantis Regatta is about to start, and so we need to stay clear of that. We don’t know who’s entering that shit, and the less conflict we have while we’re on this hunt of yours, the better.”

      Shit. I forgot about that annual ship race. The actual race only lasted a day, but if my plans took us into the vicinity of the Regatta, it could get tricky avoiding the ships that vied for an Atlantean spell as their grand prize. Fuck competing against others for the one-in-however-many chance to regain something that’s lost.

      And that’s where Niall Hudson comes in.

      “Yeah, we’ll…” I frown, catching a flicker of movement behind Niall’s eyelids. It’s tiny as fuck, barely there. But I still notice it. I jerk my chin at Rurik and nod down at the bed, at her. “We’ll keep an eye out for the other ships to avoid getting too close,” I continue, waving a hand toward the door.

      He jacks his eyebrows up. “Good. While your woman is out, let’s go check on the progress of the crew, see how far out they are. She should be good while we’re gone. Not like she can go anywhere.”

      “True that.”

      The corner of Rurik’s mouth curls up, and we both turn and cross the room. He reaches the door first, opens it, and slams it shut—with us still standing inside the cabin. We silently wait several seconds, studying the bed and the woman on it.

      She doesn’t make us wait long.

      Only a few moments pass before her lashes lift, her nose wrinkles. She carefully sits up, pushes her small hands through the mass of brown, red-streaked, tight curls, and cradles her head.

      “What. The. Fuck?” she mutters, slowly swinging her legs over the edge of the mattress. “Who the fuck?”

      “Which one do you want us to answer first, pet?” I ask, propping a shoulder against the wall.

      A scream rips from her. Then her fingers fly to the base of her throat, and the high-pitched sound cuts off as if she pinched it shut. Her gaze shoots to us, her eyes widening, and I read every emotion in those beautiful brown depths.

      Fear. Anger.

      Her lips part, and I push off the wall before walking in her direction.

      “If you’re going to start that fucking screaming again, don’t bother. We’re out to sea. No one can hear you. And the only people who can don’t want to. You might want to save that breath to do something useful. Like breathing.”

      Her lips snap shut. And she narrows her eyes on me.

      Fear still darkens her eyes, but that…that glare. Much better. Her grandparents didn’t completely fail with her.

      “Are you threatening me?” she asks.

      “Do I need to?”

      “Probably.”

      Behind me, Rurik snorts.

      She glances over my shoulder, but then her attention returns to me. Is it because she considers me the bigger threat? I was the person who had her in a chokehold at her own wedding. And she doesn’t look like the forgiving type.

      “Why, that sounds like you’re inviting me to inflict bodily harm. I didn’t think a pretty li’l princess like you knew anything ‘bout that, much less got down like that, but hey…” I shrug. “Whatever it takes to get the job done.”

      “Is that a declarative statement? Or do you expect an answer?”

      Once more, Rurik snorts, and once more she flicks a glance in his direction.

      Oh, I bet that prim, cold manner is capable of freezing the balls off anyone else.

      But I’m not anyone else. Perversely, it’s just making me hot. And hard as fuck.

      Which makes no goddamn sense. Once upon a time, I would’ve been attracted to a sophisticated, stylish, wealthy woman like her. But that had been before I’d been excommunicated from my family. And since I have no money and no status, women like her can’t even be bothered to spit on me, much less look at or fuck me. No, I much prefer the honest lust, earthiness, and simplicity of the women I associate with and screw now. At least if they hate you, it’s not wrapped in painted faces and pretty lies. They are who they are, and they mean what they mean. There’s a beauty in that. A joy in that.

      A safety in that.

      This woman’s beauty? It’s dangerous as a snake. Glittering and jeweled to draw unsuspecting prey in before it strikes and venom is pumped through the victim’s system.

      I crouch in front of her, my knees brushing the skirt of her wedding dress. Yeah, I’m invading her personal space, and she doesn’t disappoint when she shifts away from me. Smiling, I cock my head, studying her too composed expression. “I don’t know if I prefer the screaming banshee from earlier or this version.” My gaze drops to the hands clasped on her lap. Most specifically, the tight clench of her fingers and the too pale knuckles. “Tell me, pet. Which one is the real Niall Hudson? I want to believe Luce Hudson raised a granddaughter made of stronger stuff.”

      An emotion like black lightning flashes in her eyes, and my gut clenches harder, that feral pull echoing in my dick. Blood throbs under my skin, and it’s heady, like the most expensive wine upended straight into my open veins.

      “Like I give a flying fuck what opinion a dog of a pirate has of me. Or what he prefers. You know what I prefer?” she damn near purrs, leaning forward, those fire-streaked curls brushing her bare shoulders. “That you keep your distance and fleas to yourself.”

      Even though she’s been lolling around the bottom of a boat after racing across a river, her sandalwood and rich cream scent teases me like a delicate feather tracing my skin. How that’s possible, I have no idea. But I want to bury my hand in all that thick hair, fist it, and haul her forward so I can drag my tongue up her throat, over her chin, and thrust it into that rude-ass mouth.

      I chuckle, but her words strike true. Like she no doubt intended. I can tell myself I don’t care what a spoiled American heiress thinks about or calls me, but it hits too close to what I’ve heard from my own family and the people I called friends all my life.

      Fuck them.

      And fuck Niall Hudson.

      “Touché, pet,” I say, allowing none of my anger to reflect in my tone as I rise to my feet. “Me and my fleas will go elsewhere and leave you to your peace. Or what little you have of it. I’ll have someone bring you food.”

      “I don’t want any food, damn it. I want you to take me home.”

      “Eat it, don’t eat it. It’d be a shame if you let that ass whittle down to nothing, though.” I turn and meet Rurik’s gaze, and his eyebrows jack high at her muttered motherfucker. I grin. “But you’re not going anywhere.” I frown at Rurik. “Why do kidnap victims always demand that? Like just because they ask, we’re going to say, ‘Okay, sure. I’ll let you go. Let me give you a lift home.’”

      Rurik shrugs. “Never figured that one out.”

      “I hate you,” she says.

      Opening the cabin door, I glance at her over my shoulder. “I get that often, pet. It’ll pass. Or grow. One or the other.”

      I close the door, and through the wood, we hear, “And don’t call me pet!”

      Rurik walks past me, bumping my shoulder as he heads for the companionway. “I think she likes you.”

      Smart-ass.
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      Kidnapped from my wedding.

      Drugged.

      Held hostage on a pirate ship.

      Holy shit.

      How did I end up here? How is this my life?

      I did all the right things. Was raised by loving grandparents. Attended university. Entered the family business right after graduation. Worked my ass off to learn said family business, ran it side by side with my grandmother, and loved it. Landed a good, power match with a man I respect from an influential family. Maintained a flawless reputation without a hint of scandal. I did well.

      And this is what I get.

      Imprisoned in a cabin by a tattooed, gun-wielding, psychotic pirate.

      Gorgeous, don’t forget gorgeous.

      Scowling, I retrace my steps across the cedar floor for the umpteenth time. Yes, he’s gorgeous with his golden, watchful eyes and wicked smile in that thick beard. But somehow that only makes him seem crazier. More dangerous.

      I pause mid-step, glare at the closed door as if the madman is still standing in front of it.

      If logic had a foothold right now, then fear would reign supreme in this moment. Not anger. But it’s not terror that beats at my chest with pounding fists. It’s rage. Powerless, futile rage. And feeling like a victim…feeling like I have zero control in a situation has always pissed me right the fuck off.

      It did when Caleb died.

      It did when Grandad went missing.

      And now.

      I press a fist to the middle of my chest and close my eyes. As promised, he had someone bring me food. I remembered the woman with the brown-sugar skin and tight dark-honey curls from the boat just before I passed out—or was knocked out. She tried to speak to me when she brought the roast beef, potatoes, green beans, and glass of water, but yeah, I was a bitch and ignored her. Because, shit. They. Kid. Napped. Me. The food smelled delightful, but seeing how I am here under duress, I didn’t touch the food on principle.

      The aroma still lingers in the cabin even though it’s been hours. Yet, underneath, I can filter out his scent. Zaid Ito. Broken-in leather, salty wind, and sex. I didn’t know sex had a scent until I woke cradled against his body earlier, all that delicious heat and cold wind clinging to his clothes and skin. The struggle had been real to continue the ruse of being unconscious. Especially when I fought between wanting to hurl myself out of his arms and away from him…and curling into that scent, lolling in it, bathing in it. Naked.

      See? Dangerous.

      I scoff, shaking my head.

      Home. I need to get home. Back to Mama. She must be going out of her mind with worry. God, Grandad and now me? No, I have to get to her. She’s all I have, and I’m all she has.

      I don’t give a fuck about Zaid’s plans. He picked the wrong one to kidnap. This is some sibling rivalry shit gone too far.

      After marching to the door, I pound on it.

      “Hey! I know you can hear me. Let me out of here! Do you hear me? Fuck this! I know you can!” I pound harder. Think about kicking it, but somewhere between Zaid dragging me to the edge of the yacht and him leaping off like old-school Batman, I lost my shoes. “Let me out!” I yell again.

      Just when I raise my fist to strike the wood panel again, the doorknob twists and the door pushes open. Hastily, I move back, and the Viking who was with Zaid earlier ducks his head and enters the cabin. Not that I’ve ever seen a Viking, but Grandad admired the Scandinavian seafaring people so much he’d collected many ancient history vids on them. This man, who resembles those men with his immense height, huge build, long blond hair, and sharp facial features sweeps his ice-blue gaze over me then crosses his massive arms over his chest.

      “The whole fucking ship can hear you, sweetheart. What do you want?”

      My lips twist with annoyance.

      Goddamn. They’re fucking pirates. Shouldn’t their dissolute lifestyle be etched in their skin, face, and body? And I don’t mean that scar running through his mouth. It only draws attention to the width, hardness, and sexiness of it. A person looks at that mouth and that scar and only wonders about the contrast in texture of both over their skin. So damn unfair.

      “Gimme free.” I cross my arms, mimicking his pose.

      His lips twitch.

      “Well, since you asked…” He leans forward, the thin long braids at his temples swinging forward and brushing my forehead. “No.” Straightening, he arches an eyebrow, looking bored. “That all?”

      “No.” I scowl. “How long do you intend to keep me here? What do you want? Money? Have you contacted my grandmother yet? I need answers. And if you can’t get them for me, get the psycho captain in here to give them to me.”

      Irritation flashes in his eyes, but his flat voice doesn’t reflect it when he answers me. I have to admire that kind of calm. “Do I look like your errand boy, princess?”

      I crook a finger at him. When he doesn’t move, I repeat the motion. Heaving a sigh that could cleave a grown man in two, he bends his head and comes closer to me.

      “Shoo.”

      He stares at me, and the retribution in those icy eyes should have my heart throwing itself against my rib cage in an attempt to burst out of my chest.

      Instead my clit pinches. And an ache pulses directly behind it.

      Well, damn.

      His eyes narrow, and I pray for the first time in five years. It’s probably a bit blasphemous that the first time I talk to God in half a decade, it’s to beg that a man can’t smell that my pussy’s wet.

      Slowly, he straightens and shakes his head. “Zaid really doesn’t know what he’s gotten himself into, does he?” he murmurs.

      And though I suspect he doesn’t expect an answer, I supply one anyway. “Not even close.”

      With one more hard, long glance that is nonetheless enigmatic, he turns around and leaves, closing the door behind him. I grab the doorknob, twisting it.

      “Damn it.” Locked. “Of course he wouldn’t forget.”

      With another grumbled curse, I go back to my pacing. But at least another hour passes, and no Zaid. No Viking. I sit on the bed, eying the platter of food. It’s cold and congealed by now, but it’s been so long since I last ate—nearly twenty-four hours—I’m considering… Yeah, no, I’m not that desperate.

      My stomach growls, disagreeing. It, apparently, has no principles.

      I climb on the bed and curl into a ball, staring out the thick-paned window. The anger that fueled me starts to ebb along with the inky darkness of the night sky as it edges toward dawn. Treacherous sadness creeps in, and as much as I want to beat it back with cleansing and empowering rage, I can’t. I’m tired, I’m fucking weepy, and all I want to do is sleep. Maybe when I wake up this will have been a dream. No, a nightmare. A horrible nightmare, and I’ll be safe in my bed in my Beacon Hill home.

      God.

      Worst wedding day ever.
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      “Niall, wake up.”

      The rumble of a voice is accompanied with a gentle yet firm shove of my shoulder. I try to resist the intrusion, but it’s as if my subconscious recognizes that low, midnight-and-whiskey timbre and reacts to it like a shameless bitch. I want to crawl inside my own head, slap it, and yell, We’ve been absconded with, ho!

      But since that’s not possible and neither is sleep—or waking up in an alternate universe where I’m married and on my honeymoon—I open my eyes and meet Zaid Ito’s eagle gaze. I light up, my shoulder transforming into Ground Zero. Heat spirals out like beacon calls to every part of my body—my nipples, my belly, my pussy, my freaking toes. While my brain screams, Abort! Abort! Abort! the tips of my breasts bead painfully tight, tugging a direct line to some point under my navel. My sex spasms, clutching tight around an emptiness that’s begging to be filled, and thank God my skirt covers my feet so only the heavy silk witnesses them curling into themselves.

      My body is thrown into full-out rebellion, and there’s no clear winner.

      And all from a fucking hand. To. My. Shoulder.

      I deliberately pull up an image of my grandmother. Of her face as she pushes against that dagger at her throat. And my mind wins.

      Snatching away from his touch, I scoot across the bed until my back presses against the wall and the edge of the porthole.

      “What are you doing in here?” I demand, clutching the top of my corset. All that moving and my breasts are trying to make a jailbreak.

      Zaid stares at me, those golden eyes studying me, and I force myself to meet them. Only because I’m more afraid that if I don’t, he’ll perceive that aversion as a sign of weakness. And the worst thing I can do is allow this man to sniff out any vulnerability in me.

      He sets a tray on the small table next to the bed and picks up a slice of bacon from the plate. He bites off a piece, chewing my breakfast, still not saying a word.

      While we engage in this visual battle, I take him in. At some point, he changed clothes, trading in the white shirt and black pants from yesterday for a pair of dark brown cargo pants; synthetic, waterproof boots; and a sleeveless tan shirt that shows off even more tattoos. Skulls. Grim reapers. Compasses. Mermaids. Hourglasses. They cover his arms, neck, throat, collarbone.

      And his hair.

      Instead of thick and flowing over his shoulders, his hair is braided close to his head in long, beautiful cornrows.

      God, he’s fucking gorgeous. And the tight weave of his hair only emphasizes the beautiful meld of Japanese and African cultures stamped on his patrician and lush features. I need to stop staring. If I don’t, he might mistake it as fascination or, God forbid, something else. Something like…

      I look away from him, shifting my attention to the tray of food. Yes, I’ve lost this battle, but better him win this one than him believe I actually want him.

      “Are you just going to stand there and eat pork, or are you going to answer my questions?”

      He pops the rest of the bacon in his mouth and then sucks his fingers clean one by one. My stomach bottoms out, and my pussy clenches so hard it probably sprains something. Soaked panties wasn’t how I intended to start my morning, but here we are.

      Damn him. I can’t prove it, but the bastard probably did that on purpose. No decent person licks their fingers like that when there’s a perfectly good napkin on the tray behind them.

      “Rurik told me you were asking for me.”

      “Are you kidding me?” I laugh in disbelief. “That was hours ago. You’re just showing up?”

      “I’m sorry if you missed the memo, pet, but I’m not at your beck and call. I have things to do; everyone on this ship does. I got to you when I got to you. Now if you still want to talk…”

      I curl my lip and twirl a hand. “What? I would’ve disturbed your hair appointment?”

      “Among other things, yes.” He arches an eyebrow. After walking the short distance over to the breakfast plate, he picks up the glass of orange juice and sips from it. “Time’s wasting away, Niall, and I have things to do this morning other than deliver breakfast you’re too good to eat.” His gaze dips, lingers on my body, and I swear, even as impossible as it is, I can feel the phantom caress of his eyes on my throat, the tops of my breasts, my hips, my thighs. Right. Impossible. “Bring clothes that’re too beneath you to wear.”

      His words shouldn’t slash out and leave behind small, shallow slices across my skin. I shouldn’t give a damn what he perceives me. How any of them do. They’ve committed a crime against me, for Christ’s sake.

      But that doesn’t stop those tiny cuts from slowly seeping. Doesn’t prevent me from wanting to defend myself and tell him he doesn’t know the first thing about me.

      Still… I choose to hide how he’s wounded me. I remain silent as I slide across and off the bed, gaining my feet. And though my stomach is a hollow, gnawing pit at this moment, I don’t glance at the plate. And though my wedding dress sports dirt and stains from the Thames, I don’t thank him for the small bundle of clothes stacked next to the platter.

      I’ll starve and wear this dress until it’s rags first. Since I didn’t ask to be taken, I’ll be damned if I thank him for anything.

      Fuck him and his handouts.

      Yes, pride does go before a fall. And I predict I’ll soon be falling right on my ass.

      “When are you going to let me go?” I ask.

      He picks up a slice of toast and his straight white teeth bite into it. The crunch seems overly loud in the cabin.

      “That’s completely up to you,” he finally says after swallowing the toast and taking another sip of juice.

      I frown, flipping my hands up. “What is that supposed to mean? If it were up to me, I wouldn’t be here. So what do I have to do to get out of here? Send my grandmother a ransom message? That’s what this is all about, right? Money?”

      “Oh, it’s about so much more than money, pet,” he murmurs.

      “I told you to stop calling me that,” I snap, frustrated and more than a little irritated. “This whole ‘man of mystery’ thing isn’t working for you. What else is it about, then? Humiliating your brother? One-upmanship in a sibling rivalry war? Honestly, I don’t care.” I slash a hand through the air. “Just let me place the call to—”

      “You know, you run your mouth a lot and don’t know the first fucking thing you’re talking about,” he says, and though his tone is almost conversational, I would have to be in a coma to miss the vein of steel running through it.

      He sets the glass down and crosses the few steps that separate us. Retreat. Back up. That’s my first inclination. Self-preservation is key. But the bed and my damnable pride prevent that from happening. Tilting my head back, I maintain eye contact with him as he halts mere inches away from me. His body doesn’t touch mine, but his heat and that leather, salt, and wind scent aren’t as polite. They reach out to me, teasing me, brushing over my skin.

      “You shot your brother,” I point out.

      “Yeah, I did.”

      “You. Shot. Your. Brother,” I repeat through clenched teeth.

      He shrugs, and not a flicker of emotion flashes in his golden eyes. “A few hours in the med-vac, he’ll be fine. I needed to slow him down so I could have a head start.”

      He’s not wrong. There are few injuries the med-vac, a surgery, and a stimulation tank can’t heal short of amputation or decapitation. But that’s not the point. Who shoots their own brother?

      “Do you hear yourself? You feel no guilt about putting a bullet in your brother’s chest?”

      “No,” he states, voice flat. “Given the opportunity, Deion would’ve gladly done much worse. And to answer your question”—he bends his head over mine—“I don’t need your grandmother’s money. I need you. You have something I want.”

      Before I can control my instinctive reaction, I recoil, the backs of my knees hitting the edge of the mattress. It’s only a wish and a prayer that keep me from tumbling back on the bed. Despite my resolve not to give him the satisfaction of seeing my fear, I epically fail. Because it’s pouring through me in grimy slide, coating my chest wall, my throat, filling my lungs.

      Fuck that. I want to yell it right into his face, scream it until his ears bleed. But it only ricochets against my skull, pounding to the beat of my wildly beating heart. He’ll have to kill me first.

      His gaze flicks down my body, momentarily lingering on my breasts before lifting to my eyes again. And I imagine the flash of heat there. I had to…right? Because, what the hell?

      My body tightens as if his fingers, instead of his scrutiny dipped under the lace cups of my corset, brushed over my nipples, played with them. Wisps of smoke curl and gather right under my navel, gathering heat, growing hotter until embers kindle and crackle into flames…

      Nope. Nopenopenope.

      The hell with this. Visually, Zaid Ito might be more delicious than that bacon he ate, but fucking the enemy? Hell no.

      “Sorry, pet. Not only are willing women my kink, but nutting in my brother’s sloppy seconds holds no interest for me.”

      I gasp. Honest-to-God gasp.

      I mean, yes, relief does rush through me at his admission about not raping women. But maybe it’s the trauma of being kidnapped that has me addled and out of sorts because how. Dare. He?

      Glaring up at him, I jab a finger in the rock-hard slab he calls a chest. “For your information, my pussy has been called several things starting with the letter s—sweet, sublime, and super tight. But never sloppy. And it’s for damn sure second to none.”

      For the first time since he crashed my wedding, he appears at a loss for words. He blinks. Blinks again.

      “Did you really just brag on your cunt?” He frowns, his gaze lowering over my body again before settling on my thighs.

      Or rather, between them. As if attempting to ascertain whether my claims on my vagina are true or not. He’ll never know.

      You sure about that?

      Bitch, shut. Up.

      It’s official. I’m going crazy. I’ve been abducted less than twenty-four hours, and I’ve already cracked.

      “Eyes up here.” I snap my fingers. After several movements, he drags his regard back to my face. “You said I have something you want. Since it isn’t what I would be giving your brother on our honeymoon right now if not for your interference, what is it?”

      His eyes transform to jeweled chips of ice, and a mask of what I can only describe as pure hate and disdain tautens the skin across his cheekbones and flattens his full mouth. The scar that bisects his beard whitens, and once more I check the need to crawl back onto the bed and place much-needed distance between us.

      Unease flutters against my ribs like frantic moth wings.

      What did I say? Hell, from that “sloppy seconds” comment, he believes Deion and I are lovers. Which isn’t the truth. I’ve never had sex with him. But that isn’t his business. And it feels disloyal to Deion to admit the truth to him. The truth… That I just couldn’t bring myself to cross onto that level of intimacy with Deion yet. Something held me back, and maybe it’s nerves. Maybe it was performance anxiety.

      Maybe you’re terrified that if you allow yourself to be that vulnerable with another person again, you’ll lose them. Again.

      Oh, bitch. Take a day off!

      My subconscious is on one lately.

      “Your grandfather left you something, and I want it,” Zaid finally says, his tone flat, hard.

      Shock strikes me in the chest with an icy fist. Whereas before I abhorred appearing weak in front of Zaid, now I don’t care. Because my mind has blanked of everything but your grandfather.

      Fingers of frost creep through me, and I’m barely aware of stumbling backward, my hand popping out to steady me against the mattress. I see nothing but Grandad’s face waving in front of me like a flag snapping in the wind. His close-cropped salt-and-pepper hair and beard. His laughing dark gray eyes and wide grin in a handsome face; his dark brown skin lined with creases that proclaim all his years of a wonderful life.

      Your grandfather.

      Tears sting my eyes, and I squeeze them shut. Grief—sharpened by the fear I’ve tried to shove down—scrabbles into my throat and the muscles there close around that thick ball, trapping it, just as my eyelids imprison the betraying moisture. My sadness, my memories, my love for the man who raised me are mine.

      And Zaid Ito can’t have them.

      Slowly, I lift my lashes and meet his too perceptive, too intrusive gaze.

      “What does my grandfather have to do with this?” I demand, voice hoarse with the residue of the emotion.

      “Everything.” He shifts back, moving until he perches on the edge of the desk. Crossing his arms, he studies me, and I fight not to fidget. Not to demand he expound on that enigmatic everything. “What do you know about Marcell’s disappearance?”

      Marcell? Not Mr. Hudson? Or even “Hudson” as business associates and acquaintances called him, but Marcell? As if they were friends? I shake my head. Not possible. Grandad couldn’t possibly have known, much less been close with a…a pirate.

      “Is that your way of saying you don’t know anything about him going missing?” he asks, misinterpreting the shake of my head.

      For a second I consider not answering since my grandfather, my family, isn’t his business, but I’m too fucking starving for any information on Grandad.

      “He left home two years ago on his ship The White Witch, sailing for Barbados. It’s a trip he made every year, sometimes with my grandmother. They usually chose to sail instead of fly. That year he intended to stop in London, then go there. But according to the missing person’s report, there’s no record of him ever making it to England. He disappeared in the Atlantic somewhere between Boston and London. There hasn’t been one sign or sighting of him or The White Witch since.”

      “Marcell didn’t go to London or Barbados. Or rather he did head toward London but only because his true destination lay that way. He lied to you and your grandmother.”

      “Whoa, whoa.” I push my hands toward him as if the action alone can halt the words coming out of his mouth. “Grandad has never lied to me, and damn sure never lied to my grandmother. Ever. I don’t know where you’re getting this from—”

      “I saw Marcell before he disappeared. We came across each other in the North Sea.”

      For the second time in just minutes, shock pummels me, and this time, I sink to the mattress, my legs now the consistency of water and unable to support me.

      “No,” I whisper. “That’s not possible.” But deep down I know he’s not lying to me. He has no reason to. Not about this. Hope, the same hope I’ve beaten into submission when it comes to Grandad, raises its head from the embers like a newborn phoenix. “You saw him. Was he okay? How did he…?”

      “He was alive and healthy. Excited.”

      Alive. Healthy. Excited. Those three words have never meant as much to me as they do now. I cling to them like a shipwreck victim clutching a battered raft.

      “Excited.” I tightly grip the bunk, the wood pressing into my palms. Shaking my head again, I refocus on his earlier statement. “If he was excited, then what you said about him lying to us doesn’t make sense. What would he have to hide from us?”

      “He wasn’t headed to Barbados on Crown Shipping business.” He pauses, those golden eyes boring into mine. “Marcell was on his way to Atlantis for the annual ship race. The Atlantis Regatta.”

      I blink.

      “The…Atlantis…Regatta.” My mouth repeats after him, but my brain still struggles to catch up with the fact I’m actually saying those words. Together. Aloud. “As in…Atlantis. The ancient, advanced civilization that mysteriously imploded and sank into the ocean, Atlantis.”

      Am I really discussing this in normal conversation? But then again, there’s nothing normal about this situation.

      “No.” Zaid lowers his arms, curls his fingers around the edge of the desk, and leans forward. “Atlantis as in the magical pirate island that stands out of time and lies at the intersection of countless realms.”

      I blink again. Then snicker. Then full-on cackle.

      Maybe it’s the culmination from the stress and trauma of watching someone hold a knife to my grandmother’s throat, witnessing my fiancé get shot, being kidnapped and held hostage by his evil older brother. But I crack, the trigger his wild tale of a pirate Atlantis and a ship race and my grandfather somehow being involved in it, and my release valve is uncontrollable laughter.

      Soon, I’m rolling on the bed, curled in a fetal position, rocking back and forth. The tears I didn’t release before trickle out the corner of my eyes as I wrap my arms around my belly. My body aches with my humor, and oh yes, I’m edging toward hysteria and a breakdown.

      But shit. How much is a girl expected to take? This is the proverbial straw that didn’t just break the camel’s back—it laid that motherfucker out and they’re performing last rites over the poor thing.

      The mattress sinks on either side of my head, and Zaid’s face pushes into mine. I suck in a hard, deep breath, and my laughter cuts off as if someone sliced a razor across its throat. My eyes widen at the front-row seat to his golden-brown eyes with their flecks of green, to the straight blade of his nose with the slightly flared nostrils, to the overtly lush mouth. I would only need to raise my head one small inch to discover if his beard is soft and springy or coarse and kinky. I drop my arms to the bed, fisting the covers. His sex and leather scent is a heady weight that presses me harder into the mattress, and I’m caught like a worm on a hook between squirming to get away and twisting to get closer. To get covered. To get more.

      “Are you finished?” he rumbles.

      “Yes?” Damn, I hate that it comes out uncertain.

      For a long, tension-filled moment, he continues to loom over me, and when his gaze dips to my mouth, my lungs seize. Everything in me stills and the get off me surges to my tongue, but it doesn’t emerge. Later, I’ll analyze the why. Now? I’m chalking it up to the scent he’s releasing like a pheromone, and it’s messing with my mind, my body. My goddamn pussy.

      His tongue peeks out and swipes over his indecently full bottom lip, and I choke down a groan. That shouldn’t be sexy. Or I shouldn’t find that sexy. I’m an engaged woman, for God’s sake. Engaged to his brother who is decidedly less criminal than him. Or I was as of yesterday. Thanks to him, I don’t know what I am right now.

      The reminder of just how fucked my life is fuels my anger and lends me the strength to give his chest a small shove. And it’s like trying to move a mountain. Futile.

      “Can you get off me, please?” I scowl. “I can’t breathe.”

      “If you can talk, you can breathe,” he points out. But he does move.

      Thank God.

      He reclaims his perch on his desk, and I sit up, brushing my hair out of my face and over my shoulder. Funny, how the corset has been pretty comfortable until this moment. Until the air in my lungs became a precious commodity and my body a familiar stranger. Now, the bones of it are digging into my abdomen and stomach, and the laces seem too tight. The lace, especially over my breasts, is chafing.

      Another reason to hate him.

      “If you’re through with your fit, we can continue our discussion,” he says. “You don’t need to believe in Atlantis for it to exist. I know it does since I’ve been there.”

      

      I sigh, side-eyeing the orange juice on the tray and wishing it were something stronger. Like a shot of whiskey. If he’s going to sit here and attempt to convince me the lost city of Atlantis exists, then I’m going to need it.

      It’s always the fine ones who are loose.

      “Okay,” I say, humoring him. “So it exists and you’ve ‘seen it.’” I couldn’t resist adding the air quotes. Sue me. And from his narrowed eyes, he’d like to do more than that. “How would Grandad ever find out about a pirate island city? He’s a shipping businessman. Not”—I wave a hand up and down, encompassing his tall figure—“you. Which, by the way, are we finally acknowledging the big-ass elephant in the room? That you are a pirate?”

      “I’ve never claimed to be different,” he drawls, but once more his eyes ice over, and chills trip down my spine just from his gaze on me. “And I’d be careful of just where and how hard you toss those stones, pet. Your precious grandfather was friends with a good number of the people you seem to enjoy looking down on.”

      “I don’t believe it. That’s not possible,” I argue, and flick a hand in his direction. “And please. Don’t try to flip this around and make it about me or some perceived prejudice. Admittedly, I’m not well versed in English law, but last time I checked, pirates were considered criminals and enemies to the British crown. Do I look down on people who break the law? Yes, I do. Does that make me a snob? No. That makes me a law-abiding citizen.”

      “Must be so nice to live in your world, where everything is so black and white. Where the history, backstory, trauma, and experiences of a person don’t matter. It’s just so clear cut. Must make it really easy and simple to mete out justice. When you and I both know less than a hundred years ago, justice in this world meant something very different for both of us.”

      Once again, his words strike true and deep. Have I suffered loss? God, yes. My parents died before I was even old enough to understand they were gone. Then I lost Caleb. Grandad. But even with all that death scarring my life, I’ve lived a life of privilege. And not just material but my grandparents’ social station, financial position, and their love have insulated me to a huge extent. So many others have not been so fortunate.

      “You’re right,” I murmur, and surprise flickers in his eyes. My mouth twists at the sight of it. “Contrary to what I just said, I haven’t forgotten the history of both of our countries, and our people’s parts in it. I spoke out of privilege. That said”—I tilt my head, studying him, the scar running through his eyebrow, his jaw, the tattooed canvas of his skin—“you share the same background as me. Possibly even more rarified, given your father’s ancestry and title. While others might have turned to this way of life out of necessity, you had a family that loved you, accepted you, provided for you. What’s your excuse?”

      “Once more that mouth is moving and you don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about,” he says. “Thank fuck your grandfather didn’t suffer from that affliction.”

      The blunt, damn near cruel verbal slap sends my chin jerking toward my neck and, for a moment, I’m stunned into speechlessness. Stupid me for letting my guard down around this bastard. Good. I’m glad he showed his ass. I needed the reminder of why I need off this ship and back to my life. Back to the man who might share his DNA but none of his rude-as-fuck manners.

      “Right. That’s an odd and unnecessary way of saying mind my business, but I got it. Tell me more about Grandad and when you saw him last and why you believe he lied to us.”

      His jaw clenches, but his nostrils flare as he glances away from me. When he returns his regard to me, his expression is his usual mocking one. It seems both of us have refortified our guards.

      “Marcell always had an open mind. Always believed more than what we could see existed out there. He loved your grandmother with a depth I’ll never understand, but her strict adherence to rules and believing in what she could only see and touch that kept him from confiding in her about his association with me. About Atlantis. She indulged him, but cavorting with known pirates? That would’ve been too much even for Luce Hudson.”

      He’s not wrong. About any of it.

      Grandad collected history vids, but also history books, including volumes on ancient myths and legends. And old scientific studies on creatures and beings from space and different dimensions. Mama and I used to tease him about it, and it was just him. Part of his charm. While Mama had been the pragmatic half, he’d been the one to still believe in the possibility of “what if,” of magic. Still, as the matriarch of the Hudson family and helm of Crown Shipping, she would’ve had a problem with Grandad entertaining his interest beyond harmless research. And him socializing with criminals? A firm hell no. And not only because it would harm the company. She would’ve lost her shit at the thought of him in potential danger.

      “True, but reading old texts and watching videos doesn’t mean he would suddenly go off on a fool’s errand for a magic island. It doesn’t make sense. And why would he cross an ocean and a sea on a dangerous trip and leave us in the dark? No, I just won’t believe he’d do that.”

      “He didn’t believe it was a fool’s errand. More importantly, it wasn’t.” He rubs a hand over his braids. “Crown Shipping and Ito International had business together in the past, and Marcell and I became acquainted. When I—” His jaw bunched and relaxed again. “When I left the family, he didn’t abandon me. Even after I became…who I am now. It was during one of our talks a few years ago that I told him about Atlantis and its existence. He was excited. My news proved his research about the pirate island was true, and his one wish was to visit it.”

      He didn’t abandon me. Such a peculiar choice of words. Makes one think others had abandoned him.

      Giving my head a mental shake, I refocus on the story he’s relaying.

      “Are you telling me you took my grandfather to a”—God I can’t believe I’m actually fixing my mouth to utter this—“pirate city?”

      I’m not even trying to hide my skepticism. It’s impossible.

      “No, I didn’t. Marcell is one of the fairest, kindest men I know. And a gifted and respected seaman. But he has no business on the island of Atlantis. He has no business in the world I inhabit. And while I made that clear to him, once he had this in his head, he didn’t let go. Because the next time I saw him was about a year later and he’d found a partner, a man who’d been to Atlantis and had told him of the Regatta, an annual ship race where the prize is a spell where the winner can reclaim something or someone that has been lost. As an expert seaman, he was excited to enter this race. But I got the feeling the prize was just as important to him. He…” He pauses, and Zaid rubs a finger over his scarred eyebrow. “He mentioned making you whole.”

      Pain sears a path through me, and acidic bile churns in my stomach. Doubling over, I wrap my arms around myself as if I can hold in all the organs, the agony trying to tear free from my body. Everything pitches inside me, racing for my throat, and I claw at it like a wild thing—

      Hard arms close around me, hauling me off the bed. In the next second, I’m kneeling in front of a toilet, my hair tugged back and away from my face as I vomit into the bowl. Over and over, I empty a stomach that had nothing in it to begin with, and when my body painfully arches and twists with dry heaves, scarred, inked hands gently pull me away from the toilet and flush it.

      “Leave me alone,” I rasp, my throat raw and hurting, collapsing next to a marble sink, my head rocking back and forth against the cool stone. “Please, leave me alone.”

      But he doesn’t. Water runs, and moments later, a cold rag passes over my forehead, my cheeks, my throat, and finally, my mouth. Water runs again, and the hard rim of a cup presses to my lips.

      “Sip. Clean out your mouth,” Zaid orders.

      I want to order him away again. But I don’t have the energy. I’m hurting. I’m sad. And my breath fucking stinks.

      With small, hesitant sips, I swish the water and mouthwash, then spit it out in the toilet. A couple more of those, and he flushes again. I don’t want to move, and I half expect Zaid to pick me up again and carry me back to the bed. But he doesn’t.

      He crouches in front of me, his booted toes nudging my knees, his big hands dangling between his powerful thighs. Even now, he towers over me, and I tilt my head to meet his unwavering gaze. I must look like shit, hair all over the place, wedding makeup a thing of memory, stained wedding dress. And he looks like a pirate god. If there’s such a thing. But hell, if there’s Atlantis—and a teeny-tiny part of me is starting to believe there just might be—then there could be a pirate god.

      “What was that about?” he asks.

      There’s no sympathy in his voice; the casual, almost clinical tone completely belies the care with which carried me in here, held my hair back, wiped my skin down. And I can’t lie—I’m grateful. But I can’t take kindness right now. Especially not from him. It might be the thing that sends me wheeling over the edge, never to claw my way back.

      I consider lying.

      Telling him to mind his business like he so indelicately told me to just a little while ago.

      But…I’m tired. So, on a bathroom floor that smells like lemon and bleach, I talk about the one person I never open up about. Not to my grandparents. Not even to the man I’d been in the middle of pledging my future to. No, I haven’t even said his name aloud in two years. But I’m breaking my silence with Zaid.

      Of all people.

      “You just told me that my grandfather risked his life, possibly went to his death, for me. To bring back the love of my life. So, in exchange for the dream of getting the man I loved back, I ended up losing the first man I ever loved.” I loose a bitter laugh. “I can’t make that make sense.”

      “The love of your life.” He cocks his head. “Caleb Newell.”

      I stare at him. “You know about Caleb.”

      He shrugs a wide shoulder. “I did my research on you, Niall. And I wasn’t aware your relationship with him was a state secret.”

      “It wasn’t,” I murmur. “But most people don’t remember him or us together. My…association with and then engagement to your brother tends to overshadow everything else. I was nineteen when Caleb and I started dating. We met in a statistics class, and it was love at first sight.” I laugh again, but this one is softer, and though the pain is there, time has blunted the edges of it. “I know how that sounds, but it’s true. He was my other half, and I couldn’t see my future without him in it. It didn’t matter that his family wasn’t from money; my grandparents only cared that he loved and respected me, treated me with the utmost care. And he did. I’ve never felt as cherished as I did with Caleb,” I admit, knowing Zaid will catch that. Read into that. No, correctly read into that. I don’t love Deion like I did Caleb. I don’t love Deion at all. I like him, admire him, respect him. But love? No. “The day after my twenty-second birthday, he complained of a headache. He had them from time to time, so we weren’t too concerned about it, but we decided to stay in instead of going out to dinner as we’d planned. By eight that night, he was gone. A brain aneurysm. Too quick for a med-vac to save him. He was twenty-four. Too young to die. He had too much to accomplish. We had so many years ahead of us to love each other,” I whisper.

      I close my eyes, blocking Zaid out.

      “And now you’re telling me my grandfather put his life on the line, left my grandmother alone, to give Caleb back to me. I can’t…” I swallow hard. “I can’t handle that.”

      “Yes, you can. You don’t have a choice.”

      My eyes fly open, meet his steady, merciless golden gaze.

      Had I said I didn’t want his sympathy?

      Well, shit, maybe just a little bit.

      He rises. Extends a hand down to me. And after staring at that huge palm for several seconds, I place mine in his. He pulls me to my feet.

      For the first time, I scan his bathroom, and damn, he must spend a lot of time in here. His cabin is nice, with that big, wide bed; desk; tables; couches; and cabinets. But in here, a shower large enough to fit about three people—and people his size, not mine—occupies one corner, and a claw-foot tub of a similar width and length takes up the other. Gold-speckled tile covers the floor and the toilet I christened, while the marble sink stretches across one wall and boasts three basins. A mirror reflects my image, and yep. I’m a hot fucking mess, just as I suspected.

      Awesome.

      I exit the bathroom. Denial, in this situation, is key.

      As soon as he crosses the threshold, I spin around, my heart lodging in my throat.

      “You said ‘know,’” I say, desperation hoarsening my voice. “You said my grandfather is one of the fairest, kindest men you know. Does that mean you think he’s still alive?”

      Something moves over his face, and I hold my breath. Needing his answer more than that next lungful of air.

      “I don’t know, Niall. I didn’t see Marcell again after that day we spent together. But these waters are too wide, too open. I have gone years without seeing people before. And after I received word that he’d gone missing, I went searching for him, but…” Even with a shrug of a wide shoulder, hope climbs inside me, and I don’t try to knock it down. But then he continues. “Still, I also know this about your grandfather. He loved Luce. Loved you. I can’t imagine anything or anyone keeping him from returning home. Just one thing would.”

      Death.

      He doesn’t say it, but he doesn’t need to. It echoes what Mama said just before walking me down the aisle. Because I’m well aware Grandad’s love for his family is so huge, the devil himself would have to drag him to hell before he left us.

      But… But we’ve never seen a body. We’ve never received a notice.

      And for me, especially now, there’s still that tiny glimmer of hope. As long as it’s there, I can’t give up.

      “You started all this by saying I have something you want. Something Grandad left me,” I say, suddenly impatient. “What’re you talking about? He didn’t leave me anything that I know of. Like I said, neither me nor my grandmother have heard from him.”

      But Zaid’s already shaking his head, frowning. “Marcell told me he left instructions with you, a map. He was clear about that.”

      I spread my hands in front of me, staring down at them as if the answer, or this, this…map will suddenly appear out of thin air.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. What map? To where? To what?”

      His frown deepens, and he glances away from me. That scar bisecting his beard pales, and his jaw flexes as if he’s chewing on his reply.

      “Now is not the time to hold anything back,” I scoff. “Hellooo, kidnap victim here. I’m not supposed to trust you.”

      The nerve of this guy.

      “The Emerald Lady.”

      “What?”

      “The. Emerald. Lady,” he grounds out.

      I shrug, confused. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

      He stares at me and looks absolutely cannot kill—in the year 2117, we haven’t mastered that yet—but if they could, I would be in a biodegradable burial pod right now.

      “It’s a jade statue, a relic. Legend has it the god Ryujin gifted my ancestor with the Emerald Lady, and as long as it remained in our family, we would live off the bounty and generosity of the sea. It was lost long before I was born—long before my father and his father were born. But whoever is in possession of it is considered the head of our family.”

      “And Grandad told you I knew where it was,” I say, still no closer to understanding what I have to do with this Emerald Lady or his search for it.

      “No, he assured me you could lead me to it. That you had a map.”

      Heaving a sigh, I thrust a hand through my hair, fisting the curls. Why had Grandad told him that? What had he meant? He never left a map. Never sent one to me—certainly not before he sailed for London. Unless there was one in his office safe… No. I shake my head. In the weeks after he disappeared, Mama had been all in that safe seeing if there were any clues to his plans. If he’d left us something, anything…

      God. I don’t know.

      I turn around, pacing toward the bed.

      What were you thinking, Grandad? Why didn’t you—

      Oh shit.

      I abruptly draw up short, my torso rocking forward.

      “What is it?” Zaid appears at my side, grasping my elbow, his hold a little too tight.

      But I wave him off, shushing him.

      For to the Reaper we must all pray; Lest we disturb the Green Lady’s stay.

      It can’t be that…can it? It can’t be that simple. And yet... What are the odds they’re one and the same? But what’re the odds it’s just a coincidence?

      “Niall.” His hand moves to my shoulder, and he forcibly turns me to face him. His other hand rises to clasp the other shoulder, and he gives me a small shake. “Niall. What the fuck? What have you remembered?” he growls.

      An urgency reverberates in that midnight and sex voice. There’s an undercurrent of a hard threat there as well, and it’s reflected in his almost bruising grip on me. Both should send trepidation tripping down my spine. Should have me trembling to obey his every command and deliver whatever he’s demanding of me.

      Oh, that menacing tone and touch are having an effect. It has me itching to plant my fist in that strong, muscled throat.

      It also has me wanting to climb him like a rigging monkey on the main mast. Shut him up with my tongue. Give him something else to do with that beautiful, cruel mouth other than bark orders and issue threats. Offer up other body parts he can put those big hands to, alternate places to mark.

      Oh God no. I wrench myself out of his hold and stumble back a couple of steps before righting myself. I refuse to be that woman. The one who falls onto the bad guy’s dick hoping he and his orgasms end up saving her.

      Fuck that, I’m saving myself. And staying out of his dick’s splash zone.

      “Niall,” he snaps.

      I pop up a hand. “Don’t bark at me. I’m thinking, and what I’m thinking is so farfetched, I feel a little stupid even saying it but…” I pivot to look at him, shoving aside all the ridiculous but so freaking vivid images of his big hands molding and squeezing my ass as I raid his mouth like any self-respecting marauder. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I sigh. “There’s a sea shanty Grandad taught me. It was one of our favorite things to sing since he used to tell me all the great stories about pirates like Blackbeard, Anne Bonny, Samuel Bellamy, Zheng Yi Sao. I doubt the sea shanty can be what you’re referring to since he first taught it to me when I was twelve but…”

      “But…” He stalks into my personal space, assaulting me with his scent and heat.

      “But,” I grit out, smacking my palms against his chest and pushing. And nothing. Fucker. After a moment, he shifts backward, granting me some air not infused with leather and wind. “But the last line in the shanty mentions something about disturbing the place a Green Lady stays.”

      He doesn’t move. He doesn’t breathe. It’s as if my admission has transformed him into a living statue.

      “Zaid?”

      It’s the first time I’ve said his name aloud. And his reaction is…startling. Unsettling.

      His eyes slowly close, and his chest rises and then falls on a long, low exhale. A long moment later, when the thick black fringe of his lashes lifts, those golden eyes seem to glow. God, I feel silly even thinking it, but they appear to blaze from the inside.

      They’re eerie as fuck.

      They’re beautiful.

      “What about the rest of the shanty?” he asks, and it sounds as if his voice survived a war. Barely.

      I run the song through my head, lightly humming it. Lifting my shoulders, I wrinkle my nose.

      “I’ve honestly never thought about it before, but I guess the lyrics could be directions or a map. Not that I understand it all. It’s always just been a silly little ditty between me and my grandfather. I’ve never analyzed the possible meaning beyond the obvious.”

      “What’re the lyrics?” Impatience hums in the question, and he advances on me again.

      Scowling, I jerk my chin up. “Manhandle me again, and I’m introducing your balls to your throat.”

      He snorts, but he does stop stalking me like a thief spying their next lick. “If that ridiculous excuse of a dress doesn’t prevent that, then chipping the fresh manicure will.”

      His mouth curls at the corner, but I know disdain and a dismissal when I hear it. He really doesn’t think much of me. A curious tightening pulls into a taut uncomfortable knot behind my chest bone. Why should I give a damn what he, a criminal, thinks of me? I don’t, damn it.

      You sure about that?

      Oh God, here we go.

      Lobotomies are barbaric, but I’m beginning to think they received a bad rep.

      “It’s cute how you think insulting me will persuade me into giving you what you need. Need, not want.”

      Any mocking humor flees his face, and a terrifying and—fuck me—hot darkness fills his expression. His golden eyes flatten, growing hooded, his mouth a hard line. This is the mien of a predator, a killer. And there must be something seriously wrong with me because I don’t back up. I don’t rescind whatever I said to trigger this response. I don’t offer apologies and promises to comply in the future.

      No, I stand my ground, not breaking our visual combat as I fist the sides of my dress and slowly inch it up. He doesn’t seem to notice; his hawkish gaze is fixed on my face. And as he bears down on me, his giant body looming over my shorter frame, I lean my head back to continue meeting that stare.

      “You’re going to give me the lyrics, Niall,” he says. Softly. Almost gently.

      Ominously.

      I rise on my toes, my mouth mere inches away from his, and just as softly, just as gently ask, “Says who?”

      Before I can blink, a hand is wrapped around the front of my neck. His casual strength shocks me as much as the grip that balances me on the balls of my feet. It isn’t tight enough to cut off my air, but it’s damn sure firm enough to issue the threat.

      “You think this is a—” His narrowed eyes slightly flare wide as I tap the dagger I slid from under my skirt against his nut sack.

      Then push. Just a bit. Just enough for him to get the point.

      Pun totally intended.

      He stares at me, that flash of heat I spied seconds ago sparking into a whole flame. Shit. Fear creeps inside me. He’s going to make me neuter him. What a damn shame—

      The deep laughter rumbling in his chest catches me by surprise, and for a moment, my grip on the dagger slackens. It’s a second, but that’s all he needs to slam a hand down on my wrist, numbing it. The knife clatters to the hardwood floor, and before I can comprehend what the fuck just happened or shake the tingling from my hand and arm, he snatches the weapon up and tucks it between the waistband of his pants and belt.

      Son of a bitch!

      “That was…unexpected,” he murmurs, his gaze raking me from the top of my tousled curls to my bare toes. “What other surprises do you have under that dress, pet?”

      “Stop calling me that,” I mutter, rubbing my abused wrist. Bastard. “I’m going to need that”—I dip my head toward my dagger—“back.”

      “Hand prisoners weapons?” He arches his dark eyebrows. “In what world?”

      “No, no, Zaid Ito.” I grin. Big. “I ceased being your kidnappee the moment I figured out what you need. Now we’re partners.”

      “I don’t have partners.”

      “And yet here I am.” I spread my arms wide just in case he’s somehow missed me. “I know the song. You don’t. Quid pro quo. Something for something. That’s kind of the definition of a partnership.”

      “Actually, Niall, it’s the definition of extortion,” he bites out.

      I splay my fingers over my chest, reaching really hard for offended. But missing it by a Boston mile. “Did the big, bad, kidnapping, brother-shooting pirate just accuse me of a crime? I’m shooketh, as the old folks used to say.”

      His fingers flex and curl, flex and curl at his sides. And every motion sends electrical pulses straight to my clit. It requires every bit of self-control I possess not to stroke a finger down the front of my throat where my skin still prickles from that intimidating, panty-wetting grip.

      Dragging my way-too-fascinated scrutiny up from those massive hands, I meet his hot glare. And smile again.

      “You will tell me, Niall.”

      “Fuck you, Zaid.”

      “If that’s what it takes, Niall.”

      I have a comeback. I promise. It’s just having a hard time getting past the lungs that have evaporated into smoke.

      Not waiting on me to get myself together, he spins and stalks to the door. Wrenching it open, he bellows, “Rochelle!”

      Several moments later, a woman I remember from my ill-fated wedding appears in the doorway. With her smooth ebony skin, dark locs, and almost delicate features, she’s gorgeous. But her clothes, which are similar to Zaid’s—and the fact that she had a gun trained on a pastor just yesterday—declare her occupation.

      “You shouted?” she signs.

      She glances around Zaid to me, and I stare blankly at both of them, pretending I don’t understand what she just communicated.

      Grandad’s brother, my uncle Leonard, is Deaf. Since he was born without hearing, the med-vac couldn’t restore it or surgically place a cochlear implant. Not that Uncle Leonard would’ve opted to even if he had the choice. While ASL is outdated, replaced in the last part of the twenty-first century by Deaf Universal Sign, or DUS, my grandfather’s family preferred ASL and still used it. And when he married Mama, she learned it. And they taught it to me.

      But Zaid and his crew don’t need to know that. I need to keep some secrets. Especially if those will grant me an advantage.

      Zaid looks at me before signing, “You didn’t pat her down? Check her for weapons when we got in the tender last night?”

      He whips out my dagger, and I battle back a smirk as Rochelle gapes at the weapon, then slides a narrowed glance my way.

      Her hands fly. “Seriously? How was I supposed to know she could fit anything under that dress but skin? What does she have in that thing? Air pockets?”

      I smother a snicker.

      “You think you can make sure she doesn’t have anything else on her that can threaten the future of my balls and progeny?” How he pours a wealth of sarcasm in the movement of those long fingers is pure talent.

      She gives him a sharp salute and even clicks her heels together.

      Okay, if she weren’t going to hell for holding a pastor at gunpoint and ruining my wedding, I’d like her.

      Zaid turns and pins me with a look that’s all steel and no fucking around.

      “Rochelle is going to search you for more surprises, pet. You better hope she doesn’t find any.”

      “Or…?” I arch an eyebrow even as my brain is screaming at me to shut the fuck up and stop goading the beast.

      “Or…” He pauses, stares harder at me. “I’m going to consider any more contraband an invitation for a cavity search. And believe me, I’ll enjoy it. And you won’t. Or I don’t know, pet. Maybe you will.”

      He smiles. Then turns and strides out the cabin, slamming the door behind him.

      “Fucker,” I mutter. Near the door, Rochelle makes a sound that could be a laugh or a cough, and I toss her a glare. “Don’t you dare get judgey with me. People who hold pastors at gunpoint shouldn’t throw stones. Glass houses ‘n’ all that. It’s in the good book. Look it up,” I snap, turning and marching toward the bed.

      Laughter.

      It’s definitely laughter.
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      Being abandoned by your family, put out on the street like a common beggar, and having to fend for yourself will find you committing a multitude of actions you never saw yourself doing.

      Stealing.

      Scrounging for food.

      Killing.

      I’ve done whatever it takes to survive these past five years.

      But eating crow hasn’t been one of them. And discovering it tastes like bitter disappointment, broken dreams, and ass doesn’t help it go down any easier.

      I stand outside my cabin and glare at the door. Niall Hudson played me yesterday.

      Or rather, I played myself. After keeping everything close to the chest all these years, I slipped and let her see how important the information she holds is to me. Now she has my ass in a sling, and unless I plan on becoming a contortionist, I don’t see a way out.

      A fucking sea shanty.

      I’d laugh if my one goal, my future, the only thing fueling me for the past half decade didn’t hang in the balance. Marcell could’ve told me that shit when we sat in that very cabin, drinking my best Jamaican dark rum two years ago. He could’ve told me, and I wouldn’t have involved his granddaughter. Hell, he wanted a grand adventure so much, he could’ve joined me. But as soon as the thought pops in my head, I deep six it. An Atlantean race that lasts a day is one thing, and months and months at sea is another. He wouldn’t have dared been away from his family that long. He still had a family to get back to. One he loved and that loved him.

      Still… Marcell could’ve made a lot of things clear. Like Niall didn’t possess an actual treasure map. Like his purpose in entering the Atlantis Regatta was to bring back her dead boyfriend. Like Marcell possibly had an agenda of his own and I’m having the damnedest time figuring it out.

      I scrub a hand over my braids, then down my face, my beard scratching the palm. No, I don’t have time to figure it out.

      By kidnapping Deion’s bride, I jacked our feud to the next level. My younger brother lied, slandered my name, poisoned my relationship with my father, and had me exorcised from the family and business, stealing my birthright. When he assumed the mantle of CEO of Ito International, I started attacking their ships. He put a bounty on my head.

      I crashed his wedding, stole his bride-to-be, and humiliated him in front of God and country. Worse: our father.

      He isn’t going to let that slide. I can practically feel the breath of that li’l motherfucker down my neck. I don’t have time to handle a princess in the midst of a temper tantrum.

      Goddamn, I need those lyrics. But even though I threatened Niall, I’ve never purposefully hurt a woman—well, unless she was coming at me with a knife, gun, or sword. The raiders who ride these waters are bloodthirsty and will take your life. When they’ve come at me with that intent, their gender doesn’t factor in when it comes to my intestines hanging inside my gut or out.

      So I’m left with one option.

      Maybe after a night to herself, that option can be reasonable.

      And maybe mermaids wear bathrobes.

      Clenching my teeth, I corral my irritation and frustration and open the cabin door. At first, I don’t see Niall. Maybe she’s in the bathroom.

      An image of her from yesterday wavers across my mind. Her, huddled on my bathroom floor, clinging to the side of the toilet as she dry heaves into the bowl. Her slim back arching in pain as nothing but air and the tiniest amount of bile escapes her. But her body kept going, as if trying to purge itself of whatever poison attacked it. Unfortunately, we can’t expel emotional garbage. If we could, I’d have been chained to a toilet for the last five years.

      Even wan and drained, she’d been the most beautiful woman I’d ever laid eyes on. I didn’t abduct Deion’s fiancée intending for my dick to get hard every time she drew a breath. I damn sure hadn’t intended the warped, atrophied thing in my chest that used to be a heart to pound and twist as I wiped a wet cloth across her sweat-dampened skin and her mouth.

      When I first laid eyes on Niall Hudson, instinct warned me she was trouble. And nothing about any of my interactions with her since has changed that impression.

      Closing the door behind me, I step farther into the cabin and movement in my peripheral vision catches my attention.

      Shifting to my right, I first notice the thick pile of silk on the floor. The silk that used to be attached to the bottom of her dress. The dress she’s now sawing at the sides of with a steak knife from her dinner the previous evening.

      The dinner and breakfast that’s still sitting untouched on the table.

      Fuck.

      So she’s not in the mood for reasonable.

      But that doesn’t mean I can’t be. I can stay calm—

      “What in the ever-living fuck are you doing?” I bark.

      She barely spares me a glance before returning to her task of butchering her dress. “Getting comfortable,” she says, and she doesn’t add the “duh,” but yeah, I hear it.

      After rising from the bed, she sets the knife down and, placing her heels together, squats and bends as if the raggedy end of the lace dress were a tutu.

      “Much better.” She finally gives me all her attention, crossing her arms over her chest. Thank fuck she left the top of that corset alone. It’s barely containing her tits as it is, and if she expects me to hold a conversation with her face instead of nipples, she better leave it unmolested. “What’re you doing here, Zaid? Back to threaten me with another excavation of all my orifices?”

      Holy fuck, the mouth on her.

      I swear, I vacillate between bantering with her just to hear the next outrageous thing that will emerge…and wanting to stuff something in that mouth. Preferably my tongue. Or cock.

      “As tempting as the offer sounds”—her scoff interrupts me—“I’m going to have to pass. But I am here to bargain.”

      I grab the armchair in front of the table and sink down into it, sprawling my legs wide. And don’t miss her gaze sweeping over me. Don’t miss her lingering over my thighs or my dick. There’s not shit I can do about the fact that when I’m in her vicinity, the sight of her tousled, freshly fucked, brown and auburn curls and small-tittied-tiny-waisted-wide-hipped-thick-thighed body is a tight fist to my cock. Hell, now that she hacked away that skirt and I can glimpse those narrow, elegant feet with their shell-pink painted toenails? Lust is fucking me like I’m its chew toy and her eyes on me aren’t doing a damn thing to help.

      “Hey, eyes up here.” I throw her order from yesterday back at her, but I palm my cock through my pants.

      Am I pushing her? Yeah. Am I being an asshole? Hell yeah. But am I also rock hard and on the verge of embarrassing myself by coming from one squeeze and stroke just because her gaze is on me?

      Fuck. Yes.

      Fire blazes up my spine, coalescing at the nape of my neck before racing down that neural highway and sizzling at the base of my back. In my balls. The man I was five years ago would’ve never done this. Would’ve never insulted her by jacking off in front of her and enjoyed the sight of those dark brown eyes going cloudy with heat. Never sprawled his legs wider as if inviting her to step between them, replace my hand for her smaller one on my cock.

      But hatred, necessity, and the hunger to survive stripped that man away in greedy, merciless strips. All that’s left is me. And this man doesn’t give a fuck about proper or morals.

      On a groan, I arch my hips into my palm, tighten my grip.

      Fuck, one more of those soft hitches in her breath that she probably doesn’t even realize she’s releasing and I’m done. I’ll come from a few pumps of my own hand and a gasp.

      “You’re disgusting,” she whispers.

      And a grim, ragged satisfaction tears through me.

      I grin, and if it’s strained at the corners, well, shit. I own it.

      My dick curses me to a watery hell as I release it and palm the arm of the chair. Her gaze flickers again, and I’m sure she’s getting an eyeful. That move backfired. Now I’m hurting and hungry. But not for food. What I want to eat is under that raggedy-ass dress and between those lush, thick-ass thighs.

      “Again, eyes up here, pet. Unless you’re willing to do anything to alleviate the situation?” I arch my eyebrows.

      “You got yourself in that predicament, get yourself out of it.”

      I shrug, lowering my hand again, and she thrusts out a palm and slaps the other over her eyes.

      “Not in front of me, goddamn it!” At my chuckle, she drops both arms to her sides and glares at me. “You said you wanted to bargain. I’m listening.”

      “So I did.” Straightening, I prop my elbows on my thighs and hike my chin toward the bed. “Sit, Niall.”

      Without losing her narrow-eyed glare, she actually complies. Surprise whistles through me. And need digs its claws into my gut. Need to see what else she would obey. How far I can push her. An item on the pillow—a small dark brown pouch—snags my attention.

      “And that is?”

      She snorts. “My other surprise.”

      Both of my eyebrows arch high. “Where the hell did you fit that?” It’s not big at all, but that dress had been formfitting as hell. I’m beginning to suspect Rochelle’s joke about air pockets might be right.

      “Wouldn’t you like to know,” she drawls. Then sighs. “Down my corset and under my breasts.” She shrugs. “I don’t go anywhere without it. The bag was a gift from my grandfather.”

      She doesn’t add more to the explanation, and I don’t ask. Don’t need to.

      Shifting my attention to the subject at hand, I say, “I want that sea shanty. What do you want from me in return?”

      “Simple.” She leans forward on palms pressed to the mattress. “I want you to take me with you on this treasure hunt.”

      I stare at her, mind blanking. Yeah, I didn’t hear her right. Because no way in hell did she…

      “What?”

      “I get to come along on this hunt of yours for the Emerald Lady.”

      “No.” I shove out of my chair. “Absolutely not.”

      “And why not?” she asks. And calmly, I might add.

      Oh right. Now she decides to be reasonable.

      “Because in case you’ve missed the memo, pet, you are not a seaman. You don’t know shit about being out here on these waters or wherever that shanty might take us. My crew—we’re prepared to face whatever comes at us. We know how to defend ourselves and each other. You? Writing checks and attending balls don’t qualify as dangerous. You’ll be nothing but a burden to me and my people.”

      “You don’t know shit about me,” she growls, jumping off the bed and charging all up into my space.

      If she were anyone else, they would be flat on their back, possibly with a bullet through them. One of the first lessons I learned on the streets of London was that if you let one motherfucker slide, everyone else thinks they can fucking ice skate. So my first instinct is to knock her out of my space, but…I don’t.

      Something about those brown eyes spitting fire at me, that made-for-fucking mouth curled in a snarl. That sandalwood and cream scent tempting me…calming me. Even in the face of all that ire.

      She crosses to the food tray, picks up the glass of orange juice, and downs it. Then disappears a sausage link and triangle of toast. Cheek still poked out with food, she crooks a finger at me, stalks to the cabin door, and throws it open.

      “I’m through trying to convince you of anything. Time to prove that you don’t know shit.” She snaps her fingers at me. Literally, snaps. Her. Fingers. “Come on. let’s go.”

      I cock my head and study her. Because, one. The fucking audacity. This is my ship. My crew. My kidnap victim.

      But two… I’m curious.

      And curiosity ends up winning.

      Striding to the door, I walk out ahead of her and lead the way up the ladder to the upper deck. As soon as she emerges behind me, the rowdy shouts and conversation among the crew stutters to a halt. I can’t blame them. She looks like some marooned mermaid with the soft wind teasing her hair away from her beautiful face and slim shoulders and the wreckage of her wedding dress molded to her firm breasts, ass, and hips like lacy skin. And with that proud carriage, she could be ready to stroll into any ballroom, not… Well, whatever the hell she’s up to.

      “Zaid,” Rurik booms from the helm. “What’s going on?”

      Before I can reply, Niall spins around and waves at my second-in-command…with her middle finger. Thunder crowds into his face, but she still calls out, “Hey, Viking!” as if they’re old pals.

      As if she doesn’t know his name. Or didn’t just flip him off.

      “Goddamn it, Niall,” I growl.

      She turns back around to me, waving my warning away. “Whatever. The kidnap victim is afforded certain leniencies. Like being impolite to the kidnappers. Now”—she claps her hands, then curls her fingers in a “gimme” motion—“where’s my dagger?”

      “Why?” I cross my arms. “The kidnapper is afforded certain leniencies. Like not arming the kidnap victim. I thought we’d been over this,” I drawl.

      “If you’re going to let me prove that I can take care of myself, then I’m going to need my dagger.” She holds her palm out. “Or are you afraid the taste of crow won’t be to your liking?”

      Joke’s on her. I already know it’s not.

      I reach behind me and slide the knife free from a scabbard at my lower back. Instead of handing it over right away, I study it for a long moment. The intricate engraved design of a crown with a sea serpent entwined around it. Not just Crown Shipping’s emblem, but the Hudson family’s personal crest.

      This is special to her.

      And completely the opposite of what I’d expect a shipping heir-slash-socialite to carry.

      Like I said, surprises. She’s full of them.

      And not all of them are comfortable.

      Surprises get you killed out here.

      I extend the dagger toward her, and she accepts it by the hilt, lightly flipping it in her hand. Flicking a look at me, she says, “Give me a target.”

      Low murmurs run through my crew, and knowing them as I do, they’re taking bets.

      Because I’m an asshole and I, too, have a point to prove, I jerk my chin toward the mast. “The helm. Top spoke.”

      That distance covers nearly half the ship. Several of my men couldn’t hit that accurately, so there’s really no sha—

      Titanium steel whistles as it slices through air and then sinks into solid wood with a resounding, dull thunk.

      Holy. Shit.

      Only the gentle sound of waves lapping at the hull disturbs the deafening silence.

      Then a roar swells, punctuating the air. Hoots of laughter, blistering curses, and demands to pay up follow. But I can’t tear my gaze from that dagger sticking out of the helm’s spoke. Clean. Dead center, too.

      I glance at Rurik, and his frown could peel the wood off the deck. But we’ve been friends long enough that I read the what the fuck? under that scowl.

      “Again,” I snap. Because that shit had to be a fluke. And yeah, I know how ridiculous that sounds, even to my own self, but I’m having the damnedest time believing my lying eyes. “With this.”

      I remove my own dagger from my thigh sheath and extend it toward her. It’s heavier, longer, and again, asshole here. Still, it’s all good and well to be proficient with a familiar weapon. But in real life, in battle, you fight with whatever you have handy, not with what you’re comfortable.

      She squints at me, but without a word, she takes the dagger, weighs it on her palm. When Niall seems to be done, she shifts back several steps, tilts her head.

      “Target.”

      “Main mast. Under the topsail.”

      More shouts and comments from the crew. New bets made. Hell, they don’t even try to be discreet. And if I’m not mistaken, more than a few are cast in favor of Niall.

      What are they, nuts?

      Only me, Greer, and maybe Rurik can make that, but anyone else that I know of? No way—

      Thunk.

      I stare at my dagger embedded in the main mast just inches under the topsail.

      Well, I’ll be damned.

      I’m going to have to fuck her.

      Yells and bellows of laughter erupt around me, and I slowly turn to peer down at the woman who can possibly handle a knife better than me. Better than anyone I know.

      And that has my cock so hard one shift of the wind might finish what I started down in my cabin.

      “You have another target?” she asks, propping her fists on her hips. “Another weapon. Want to see how good I am with a gun? I can tell you, I might be just a skosh”—she holds up her thumb and finger a centimeter apart—“better with the gun. But if you insist, I’ll let you judge for yourself.”

      “I don’t think the demonstration will be necessary,” I say dryly. Glancing over my shoulder, I gesture to Rurik, who turns over the helm to Khalil, descends the stairs from the quarter deck, and strides over to us. “You need to hear this.”

      He doesn’t say anything but narrows his eyes on Niall, who gifts him with a smile in return.

      Niall Hudson is a chameleon.

      Or a liar.

      I haven’t quite decided which one. Yet.

      We reach the railing, and I lean against it, Rurik mirroring me, sandwiching Niall between us. She presses her back to the railing, lifting her elbows to rest on it. Her back bows in a natural arch, the pose thrusting her breasts out and up. There’s no way in hell I can’t look down at the pretty brown flesh swelling above the lace cups. No way I can stop myself from imagining how her tits would fit in my hands, how the pretty beaded tips would stab my palms, feel between the tips of my fingers as I pulled, tweaked, pinched.

      Yeah, I am going to have to fuck her.

      And those beautiful titties, too.

      Glancing up, I catch Rurik’s gaze skimming over her breasts, and my first instinct is to bark a warning at him to keep his motherfucking eyes to himself.

      But another part of me… That part wants to slide between the railing and Niall, grind my cock to that bring-nations-to-its-knees ass, slide my arms around her, and peel down the cups of that corset Cradle those perfect tits. Offer them to my second-in-command for a small taste.

      The murky, tangled mess of lust, anger, and possessiveness writhes inside me, and I lean harder on the railing. He and I have shared women in the past; I did it even before the life I live now. And the gratification doesn’t come from the actual act—well, not all of it. The full brunt of the pleasure is steeped in the knowledge that the woman places her pleasure, her body in your hands—literally—and trusts you to protect her, keep her safe. There’s an intoxication in that.

      And from this woman… If Niall ever gifted me with that kind of trust, it just might bring me to my knees.

      “They’re breasts.” Niall snaps her fingers, then jabs them in the direction of her face. “Damn,” she says, rolling her eyes. “You’d think you’d never seen a pair before. There are several on this ship as we speak. Even bigger than mine.”

      “But yours are so pretty, pet,” I murmur.

      And holy shit. Is she…blushing?

      Nah, not possible. And not because of that bullshit about Black people not being able to. But I don’t think Niall Hudson is capable of it.

      “How would you know?” she mutters. “You’ve never seen them.”

      “Is that an invitation?” Rurik asks, speaking for the first time, and a tense silence settles between us.

      The normal workings and noise of the ship carry on around us, but in our little bubble, I only catch the low, quick inhales of her breath. See the flutter of her pulse at the base of her slender neck. Hear my own pulse crashing in my ears like rogue waves striking against wood and steel.

      The three of us are suspended on a tricky, crumbling precipice, and one wrong step—or the right one—will send us plummeting over the edge. And I’m not so certain I want to halt that fall.

      “The only invite I’m issuing is the one asking you back to the bargaining table.” Clearing her throat, she spins around, propping her crossed arms back on the railing. “Now that you see I’m not quite the helpless, useless burden”—she slides me a look out the corner of her eye, and I’m guessing that comment really struck a nerve—“my terms are that in exchange for the lyrics, I will accompany you.”

      I sigh, rubbing a hand down my face and yanking on my beard.

      “Niall, my original plan was to get the information from you and then put you up somewhere along the English coast while we tracked down the statue. I have no idea where this hunt will take us, and it was never my intention to put you in harm’s way. I owe your grandfather that much for his friendship and loyalty over the years.”

      “And I owe him,” she hotly throws back at me. Her head bows, the thick tumble of hair hiding her face from me.

      Gently, even though until her, I didn’t know I was still capable of gentle, I push the coarse silken strands back, revealing her profile to me. She doesn’t look at me, but again, the hitch of her breath betrays her awareness. And goddamn, I want to feel that, taste that telltale sign against my lips, on my tongue as I’m sliding deep into that pussy she bragged on.

      “Explain, pet,” I softly order.

      She swallows, and I track the movement, inexplicably fascinated by it.

      “If what you told me is true, he entered that race for me. To bring Caleb back to me. He might’ve ended up sacrificing his life for me.” She swallows again, and when she speaks, it’s hoarser. “I won’t honor that sacrifice or, I hope to God, that life, by sitting in some hideout while there’s still the possibility that he’s out there. He was brave for me, so I will be the same for him. I can’t sit out and let you go on this hunt. Especially if there’s even the smallest possibility that he’s still out there. That I might see him again.”

      She drags in a deep breath and draws her shoulders back. But she still doesn’t look at either me or Rurik.

      “I’ve been going over the sea shanty in my head, and if I’m right, every stanza might be a set of directions or instructions to different locations.” She nods as if she’s come to some sort of decision in her head, and then she turns and looks at me. “Not saying I don’t trust you—which, for the sake of transparency, I don’t—but I’ll tell you the song one stanza at a time so you can’t just drop me off somewhere and be on your way without me.”

      Well, shit. Because let’s face it, that had been my plan.

      A faint smirk curves her mouth. “Exactly. So you’ll continue to need me until your statue is in your hand and the answers about my grandfather are in mine.”

      Isn’t this some shit. She’s got me firmly by the balls. And not in the way I envisioned minutes ago in my cabin.

      I lift my gaze to Rurik’s, and the same frustration and humor swirling in me stares back at me from his eyes.

      For me, the Emerald Lady and redemption lie at the end of this hunt. But for Rurik and the rest of my crew? Treasure beyond any of our wildest imaginations or the tales told by the drunkest sailors.

      Neither of us can afford to walk away from her terms.

      Reluctant admiration shimmers in that frustration. Between her knife-throwing display today and this, I’m beginning to see glimmers of Luce Hudson in her granddaughter. It’s impressive. It’s annoying. It’s inconvenient.

      It’s hot as fuck.

      “You have a deal.”

      A smile blooms across her face, and she sticks her hand out. I wrap my fingers around hers and squeeze. That smile trembles, falters, but in the next second, it rights itself as if that stumble never occurred.

      Interesting.

      “Good.” She tugs her hand free of my grip and glances at Rurik and then me. “As a sign of good faith, here’s the first stanza. ‘Yo ho, altogether hoist the colors high; Heave ho, gods and mortals to sail the Siren’s Tide.’”

      Rurik arches an eyebrow. “That’s it?”

      “What did you expect? The Declaration of Independence?” She scoffs. “I’m thinking the real clue there is ‘sail the Siren’s Tide.’ Since you two know this area of the world better than me, is there anything out here with that name?”

      Excitement screams through my veins, competing with the fierce triumph beating at my rib cage. Finally. Fucking finally I have a solid clue that might actually lead me to the Emerald Lady. It’s been five long years of unfettered rage and an unsatiated thirst for revenge that has propelled me forward when I would have lain down in a London gutter, given up, and died. When I wanted to do it because I had lost everything vital to me—my father, mother, my honor, my name.

      The Emerald Lady isn’t about the wealth she’ll bring. Or even belief in the legend attached to it. Finding her, restoring her to her rightful place within the Ito family, is about honor. It’s about seeing my father look at me again without disappointment, disgust.

      Without that terrible, soul-destroying nothing.

      “‘Hoist the Colors’ is a pretty well-known shanty, but I’m thinking that could actually be a clue in this case,” Rurik murmurs, rubbing his beard. “Hoisting the colors actually means raising a pirate’s flag, and I remember hearing stories about an old pirate safe harbor on the southern tip of the Shetland Islands. Stories tell about sirens that used to live there who’d lure sailors to their deaths with their songs. That was before pirates drove them away and set up a haven.”

      “Sirens’ tide,” I murmur.

      “Sirens?” Niall asks at the same time, frowning at Rurik. “As in The Odyssey?”

      He snorts. “That bullshit. If man can’t control himself or his dick, the consequences of his actions are his fault, not a woman’s, not a siren’s, and not her fucking song’s. First, sirens look like you and me. And they’re not murderers. Yeah, if you get them aroused, their song is like an aphrodisiac to their partners and anyone in the vicinity. But shit, that’s like persecuting me for having blue eyes or you for being a woman. You are who you are.”

      “Wow.” Niall smiles at my second-in-command. “And they say fighting the patriarchy isn’t sexy? They’ve obviously never seen a Norseman do it.” Rurik crosses his arms, tucking his chin into his neck. But before he can respond to that piece of hilarity, Niall frowns, waving her hands in front of her. “Wait, wait. Sirens are real?”

      “Now whose turn is it to keep up?” Rurik softly mocks. “Sirens. Elves. Merpeople. Fae.” He bends down, lowers his face over hers. “Ready to turn back now?”

      “Not even close, Thor.” Cocking her head, she squints up at him. “So your theory is this place where sirens were up to murderous shenanigans—slanderous and vicious rumors, apparently—is where we’re headed first?”

      He nods. “Yeah. It makes sense.”

      “And at this point we’ve just been sailing aimlessly, so what do we have to lose by tracking it down?” I push off the railing, anticipation and the thrill that only comes from a new adventure tripping through me. “We’re headed north.”

      “Got it.” Rurik strides across the deck, back to the helm.

      “How long will it take us to get to the Shetland Islands?” Niall falls into step behind me.

      “Now that we have a firm destination, we should be there by tomorrow morning.”

      “So does this mean I’m no longer under lock and key in your cabin and can have access to the rest of the ship?”

      I abruptly turn, and she slams into my chest. On reflex, I grab her hips to steady her, and her palms slap my abdomen. Heat radiates out from the point of contact, and I don’t bother to lock down the growl that rumbles up from my gut and rolls into my chest. My fingers clench against the lush swell of her hips, digging into her skin. I never thought lace could be my nemesis, but here we are, me cursing its existence.

      “You can let go now,” she whispers.

      I tear my gaze from the sight of my hands cradling her and lift it to meet hers.

      “I can?” I stroke the pad of my thumb along the indent where stomach and pelvis meet. “You sure about that?” She nods, but I shake my head back at her. “You shouldn’t have thrown that knife. You sealed both our fates when you did.”

      “What’re you talking about?” Her fingers curl against my shirt, a tip accidentally slipping between the buttons and grazing my abdomen.

      That small scratch scorches a straight path to my dick. There’s not shit I can do to hide her effect on me. And pressed up against me, she can’t miss the growing length of my erection prodding her lower belly. Lust is a sweet pain pumping through every artery, flooding every organ. No one has ever had me this hard this fast.

      Maybe she has siren blood. It’s rare but not unheard of. And her voice, breath, her scent—every fucking thing about her—is a song that burns me alive.

      My fingers flex against her hips, tugging her just a bit closer, grinding my cock against her.

      “We’re going to fuck, pet,” I murmur. “It’s a done deal. The only variable is where and when. Maybe I’ll let you decide that. Maybe I won’t.”

      A shudder runs through her frame, and I absorb every tremble. Relish it.

      “What happened to you not wanting to”—her face scrunches up—“nut in your brother’s sloppy seconds?”

      Yeah, I did say that, didn’t I? And I would be a liar if I said I’m fine knowing Deion kissed that smart-ass, fuckable mouth first…that he tasted the shallow bowl at the base of her throat where her pulse leaps…that he slid deep inside her pussy while watching that beautiful face twist in pleasure… Knowing Deion has possessed those gifts gnaws at me. No, it has me wanting to shoot something—or someone.

      But will it keep me from being smothered by those gorgeous thick thighs while I shove my tongue deep in that wet, quivering sex? Fuck no. I’ll just make sure that after she’s sat on my face and then my cock, I’ll sear his touch away from her body and memory.

      “After you’ve assured me your pussy is sweet, super tight, and second to none? That’s a challenge if I’ve ever heard one.”

      “Stockholm’s,” she mutters, flattening her palms against my chest and pushing.

      “What?” I frown.

      “Stockholm syndrome,” she repeats, a note of desperation creeping into her voice as she shoves out of my hold. “That’s what this is. It’s not real.”

      I snort. “From what I’ve seen, you haven’t developed any kind of positive feelings for me. Your coping mechanism has been being a pain in my ass. No, pet.” I pinch her chin, tilting her head back. “You can crave my dick and hate me. As a matter of fact”—I lower my head until our lips are brushing in an almost-not-quite-there kiss—“I prefer it. Hate fucking is filthy, hot, and comes without all that messy guilt.” I inhale, taking in her scent, knowing that her kiss will taste earthy, sweet with a hell of a lot of her. “Oh yeah, pet, I want to hate fuck you everywhere.”

      Her eyes darken, and her quick pulses of breath break on both our lips.

      “Now would be the time to tell me you’re not allowing me or my dick anywhere near your”—I smile and it feels tight, feral—“everywhere.”

      “I—” She pauses, and her tongue peeks out, slicks over her bottom lip. “I—”

      A firm tap on my shoulder, and I glance over. But I don’t miss Niall’s soft exhale. Of relief that she’s been granted a reprieve? Or disappointment that she’s been granted a reprieve?

      My dick votes for option B.

      Rochelle glances at Niall, then shifts her attention back to me.

      “Sorry to interrupt,” she signs with a grin that relays just the opposite. “Especially since I was two seconds away from lighting a cigarette.”

      “Yeah, I get it. My bad denying you an orgasm by voyeurism. What do you want?”

      She replies and I frown, shaking my head.

      “Tell her,” Rochelle insists, still grinning.

      Confused, I turn back to Niall, shrugging.

      “Rochelle wants me to tell you she wouldn’t dare judge you, but your source is wrong. People who hold up pastors and throw stones at glass houses are from Chaucer, not the Bible.” I cock my head. “I’m guessing you understand what that means.”

      A smile slowly blooms over Niall’s face, and then she tosses her head back, laughing loud and hard. Her humor eventually ebbs, and still chuckling, she says, “Touché.” Then her eyes narrow on me. “As for you… My everywhere is off-limits to all parts of you.”

      “Sure.” I smile.

      She glares.

      Game. On.
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      Wow.

      I’ve travelled the world. As the granddaughter of shipping magnates and now president of that shipping company, I’ve been privileged to see many parts of it.

      But standing at the bow of Zaid’s ship, staring at the islands that are the northernmost tip of Scotland, I’m in awe. Squinting against the cold wind, I study the majestic cliffs that could’ve been carved by one swipe of a minotaur or dragon—because apparently, both creatures exist.

      Yeah, I’m saving that for later to analyze.

      With dark blue waves crashing against the brown and green cliffs, and smaller outcroppings of rocks peeping from the churning water like playful sea urchins, it seems like civilization hasn’t touched this area of the earth. Oh, I know the history. At one time, these islands nurtured a community of over twenty-three thousand people. But that was over sixty years ago. With the environmental crisis and then laws governing and limiting population, this area fell victim to societal ills. And now, it’s deserted.

      And the ruins at the top of the cliffs appear to be our destination.

      I glance over my shoulder and am instantly captivated by the powerful—no, primal—sight of Zaid at the ship’s helm. I should stop staring; no, I’m no longer a captive but this is an uneasy alliance at best. So my focus and my eyes should be on the task at hand. But…

      All his tattoos are visible in another one of those sleeveless button-down shirts. He seems impervious to the wind and splashes of water that plaster his shirt and black cargo pants to his tall, muscled frame. His narrowed eyes are fixed past me to the waves beyond as he battles nature itself to steer his ship through the water and rocks.

      The Bone Heart. That’s what this vessel is called. I don’t know if it has special meaning to him, but in this moment, he and the ship are one. And while his intensity and virility have my pussy quivering like a damsel in distress, the knowledge that he most likely has more in common with this schooner’s name keeps my guard up.

      Maybe he senses my gaze because suddenly that eagle stare finds me, and he flashes that aforementioned smile. And I shiver. But not from the wind. Not from the fact that it’s just his skill and luck between me and a watery grave.

      No, I tremble from the heat in that smile. The promise.

      The threat.

      We’re going to fuck, pet.

      With more strength than I believed myself capable of, I turn back to the cliffs ahead. Strength, hell. I chuckle. Desperation.

      Focus, I order myself. We have one goal. Find Grandad. Not get dicked down by the pirate.

      I keep my post at the bow, and soon we’ve successfully navigated the outcroppings. I hate being impressed by him, but damn it. I am.

      Within the hour, we’re all loaded in the tender and racing through the pitching waves toward the sandy shore. Behind me, Zaid’s anger is like a wall of heat against my back. How did he really think he was leaving me on the ship while he searched this place for the…whatever it is we’re looking for? I had to “discuss” the definition of partnership with him again. And it included a lot of expletives. And threats. Needless to say, I’m in this boat and he’s not happy.

      Tough titty, this has become my hunt as well as his.

      He’s not leaving me out of any step of it.

      As soon as we reach shallow water, we all leap out of the tender. Well, everyone else does. I end up in Zaid’s arms, and his long, powerful legs eat up the distance from the water to the beach.

      “Seriously?” I snap, having no choice but to wrap my arms around his neck.

      “Seriously,” he snaps right back.

      As soon as his feet touch the shore, I wiggle, and with a hot curse that blisters my ear, he sets me down. All he spares me is a narrowed glare before he begins issuing orders to his crew that includes Rurik, Greer, Aleks, Rochelle, and about ten other people.

      They fan out, and like a well-oiled machine, they approach the cliffs and, holding up some kind of modified black guns, point them to the surface above and fire, ropes shooting out from the barrels. Very obvious they’ve done this together before.

      “Niall.” Frowning, Zaid waves, gesturing for me to come to him.

      Any other time I’d resist because it’s my duty as kidnappee, but not now. There’s a time and place for everything, and I won’t be a hindrance. There’s too much at stake.

      “Cease fire,” I murmur to him as his arm closes around my waist and I wrap mine around his neck. “Till we find what we came here for.”

      “Accepted,” he says, his eyes like golden fire against his almond skin. “Just until we return to the ship. I find I like being on the sharp end of your tongue, pet.”

      Before I can reply, he shoots his rappel device and we’re soaring through the air, and my scream is shoved back down my throat by the pressure and fear. And exhilaration.

      Adrenaline crashes like discordant cymbals in my veins, and it dances over my skin, lighting me up as if I’ve been struck by a bolt of electricity.

      I’ve never felt so…alive.

      When Zaid releases the hook and turns to me, I can’t contain my grin.

      “Much better than the last time?” He arches an eyebrow, a faint smirk curling his mouth.

      “Don’t ruin this moment.” Sweeping my hands back over my hair, I survey the land stretched out before us. Except for the ruins of an old lighthouse and the flatter buildings immediately surrounding it, there’s nothing but overgrown grass nearly flattened by the wind and several paths nearly obliterated by the vegetation. “Where do we begin? And how in the world do we know what we’re looking for?”

      Tucking the “gun” into a holster on the outside of his thigh, Zaid surveys the cliffside with a narrowed gaze.

      “The shanty doesn’t give us any clue about what we’re here to find. And neither do the stories passed down in my family. We got this far, so I’m counting on us recognizing the clue or artifact when we find it.” Lifting an arm, he signals to his crew. “Rochelle, take a team, head back down, and search the base of the cliffs,” he says and signs.

      The woman with the beautiful locs nods, motions to two men and a woman, and in seconds, they disappear over the side. My stomach bottoms out just watching how swiftly she jumped and with zero hesitation or fear. Damn, she’s a badass.

      “Greer, get your people and take the outbuildings. Be thorough and leave nothing unturned. Anything that looks of interest, bring it outside for us to go through.”

      “Got it.” Greer nods, choosing three men and another woman to fan out with her. They dart off, eating up the distance and soon approach the smaller structures.

      Zaid jerks his chin to Aleks and the remaining three crew members.

      “Aleks, head to the west. It doesn’t look like anything but grassland, but we should be careful. Scan the entire area and then work your way back to us.”

      The tall, wiry man with close-shaven black hair and piercing gray eyes dips his head and, like Greer and her team, takes off with the others over the wild land.

      “The three of us will take the lighthouse and the area around it,” he says to me and Rurik. But those golden eyes fall to me and stay for several long moments. “Stick close, Niall. Don’t wander off, okay? I don’t know what’s in that lighthouse, and—”

      “I got it, Captain,” I interrupt him. Rude, yes, but he’s wasting time. I have nothing to prove by charging off on my own when this is obviously more his and Rurik’s expertise than mine. “Trust me.”

      His stare lingers, but finally he gives me an abrupt, tight nod.

      With Zaid in front and Rurik behind me, we head single file through the rotted door at the base of the lighthouse. Decades of dirt, decay, and mustiness greet us as we move through the lower level. The gray light from the overcast sky does little to penetrate the murky shadows and the filth caked on the cracked walls.

      And the fucking spider webs.

      I shudder.

      “Please tell me that in your world, huge carnivorous spiders don’t exist,” I whisper.

      “First, why are you whispering? Unless you believe the rats are snitches, we’re the only ones here,” Rurik drawls from behind me. “And two, it’s your world, too. You’ve just had your eyes closed to most of it until now.”

      Good points. Especially since I’m about 62 percent convinced that they’re telling me the truth.

      “I hate admitting you might be right, Erik the Red.” I squint at the particularly alarming size of a web hanging from the underside of the winding staircase to a section of wall. “But I noticed you didn’t answer my question about giant spiders with a taste for human flesh.”

      “No, they don’t exist.” Rurik pauses. “Usually they eat animals, not humans.”

      I whip around, gaping at the smirking second-in-command, and the hell of a lot of eeew and oh shit ebbs, replaced by a whole lot of this motherfucker.

      “Cut the shit,” Zaid says, and right now I’m with Captain Zaid Ito of The Bone Heart, not the seductive kidnapper who offered me dirty, wicked hate sex. “Let’s search this floor, and then we’ll work our way up.”

      I don’t even consider arguing or disobeying. Using the lithium torch tucked into the borrowed utility belt I was given along with the long-sleeved shirt, pants, and boots covering my body, I tread over to one side of the large room, slowly sweeping the light and studying the empty floor and corners. There’s nothing. Aside from piles of dust and a shit ton of mold. Nature is doing its best to reclaim this last landmark on the cliffs, but the building is waging the good fight.

      Still, if this old lighthouse is the keeper of a pirate’s secret, it’s doing a bang-up job.

      “Let’s head up.” Zaid’s heavy tread aims for the curved stairwell, and Rurik and I fall in step behind him.

      For the next couple of hours, we meticulously search the ruins from the bottom floor to the turret-style beacon. The light warning ships of danger no longer beams from the tower, and it also sheds no illumination on our hunt.

      We descend the steps and emerge into the cold morning air, our breaths puffs on the air. Frustration and disappointment carve themselves into Zaid’s frown, the grim line of his full mouth. And they resonate in my chest. Hope is a dangerous thing—and just as lethal? Expectation. More specifically, raising them.

      Jabbing my fists on my hips, I spot a squat structure off the side. And behind that what could’ve once been a little house or cottage. Probably belonged to the lighthouse keeper? I head over that way, something—instinct, intuition, desperation—guiding me in that direction.

      “Niall?”

      Zaid calls after me, but I don’t stop. I can’t explain this kernel of…of knowing that wiggles in between my ribs like an itch on fire. It’s the same feeling that has flared to life in a negotiation, or in a board room. And it’s never been wrong. This may be a deserted island instead of a conference room in downtown Boston, but that peculiar sense is the same.

      I’m heeding it.

      Zaid doesn’t say my name again, but seconds later his arm brushes my shoulder, and that leather and wild wind scent wraps around me, a comfort, protection. He’s the captain of a pirate crew, a leader, but in this moment, he’s following me. And there’s something indescribably hot about that.

      We approach the door, and it’s no more than warped planks of wood now. Zaid moves forward, kicks it in, and enters ahead of me. We assume the same formation from earlier—me sandwiched between him and Rurik. At another time this would be sexy as fuck. Now, it’s just comforting.

      “The engine room,” Rurik murmurs, tapping one of the three large machines that might’ve been green at one time. Now they’re just a shade of cracked grime. “These provided power to the foghorn.”

      The weak morning light fights to filter through the filth covering the windows—well, the windows that aren’t broken. But it’s enough to ferret out that other than the engines, three large tanks occupy the space. If the lighthouse made me itch, this place has me on the verge of running toward the cliff edge and diving into the sea for a quick, brutal dip. Maybe it’s the enclosed space, the dank smell, the behemoth engines, the grime that seems to cake my nostrils, tongue, and throat… Whatever the culprits may be, I want out of here.

      But that niggling feeling won’t go away.

      “Let’s get this over with,” I mutter, switching my torch on and heading toward the first tank.

      We work together in silence, scouring every inch of the building. I don’t miss anything; and the shit under those tanks? Well, I could’ve gone my whole adult life without seeing that mess of rodent nests, spider webs, and…things. Petrified things long gone on to glory.

      Maybe my sixth sense did steer me wrong. I shake my head, venturing into the smaller room off the main one. A lot has happened in the last couple of days. My whole equilibrium could be off-kilter…

      Wait. Waaaiit just a second.

      Frowning, I slowly walk over to the panels on the walls. Some sort of plexiglass covers them, and I swear, when the world ends, cockroaches, my Aunt Ranell’s meatloaf, and plexiglass will survive. Choking down a surge of nausea, I rub the glass front. Well, this shirt will need to be burned and the ashes salt the earth.

      The sensation in my chest burns brighter, hotter, and my breath puffs out of me on quick, short exhalations.

      He said I’d know it when I saw it.

      I’m seeing it. And I know it.

      “Zaid,” I whisper, the thick ball of excitement, wariness, and hope lodged in my throat. Clearing it, I try again. “Zaid.”

      Within seconds, he appears next to me, his large frame crowding me. A moment later, Rurik’s fresh cedar scent mixes with Zaid’s.

      “Is that…” I point at the fragment of what might be a ceramic or stone disc. “Is that a ship?”

      “It’s a wasen,” Zaid murmurs, running a blunt fingertip along the semi-dirty pane. He traces the etched image of the flat boat and its distinctive three sails over the glass with a sort of reverence.

      “You think that’s what we’re looking for?” Rurik asks. “Seems kind of out of place on a Scottish island. That has to mean something.”

      “It’s what we’re here for,” Zaid states, the decisiveness blunt, certain.

      I agree with both him and Rurik. Besides, the tingling behind my breastbone has stopped.

      “Well, let’s get it and go.” I cast a glance around the small room. “The sooner the better,” I mutter.

      Zaid slides his dagger free and runs a finger down the black hilt. A yellow light flashes once; then the tip of the blade blazes red.

      “Convenient,” I murmur, begrudgingly fascinated.

      He doesn’t say anything but leans forward, setting the blade-turned-laser to the plexiglass and cutting a perfect hole in it. I don’t know why I hold my breath while he uses his dagger, replaces it in the scabbard, and then lightly punches the cutout glass forward.

      But I am.

      And I only release it when he grasps the shard and pulls it free.

      It’s a fair size, almost covering the palm of his dirt-streaked palm. And up close, it’s clear the material is a sandy-brown ceramic.

      And other than the curious etching of a wasen—as Zaid called it—it was plain.

      “Well, that was anticlimactic,” I grumble. “No trick wall thrusting out to trap your wrist. No release of poisonous gas as soon as your skin touched it. No—”

      A hiss, crackle, and spark of light, and the wasen flares bright for a blinding second. I blink against the flash of stunning illumination, and when I see for myself that we’re all still standing unharmed and not, well, on fire, I try to convince my heart to evacuate my throat and make its way back to my sternum.

      “Oh,” I murmur, staring down at the ceramic shard again. And the filaments of gold that now fill the etching. “Maybe I spoke too soon.”

      “Another thing we have in our world,” Zaid drawls. “Rules against tempting Fate to show her ass.”

      “Noted.” I nod. Then tilt my head back and grin. “Holy shit. We did it.”

      I’ve negotiated billion-dollar deals, approved sales and purchases of multimillion-dollar projects. But this… The fierce thrill and pleasure and power crashing and surging inside me surpass all those achievements.

      I’m electric. I’m living lightning.

      And I need to strike, to release it. Or combust.

      Shoving to the toes of my booted feet, I fist Zaid’s braids and drag his head down. And I crush my mouth to his. Thrust my tongue between his thick, sensual lips. And take.

      He hesitates for only a brief second, as if shocked, but in the very next, his arm snakes around my waist, and I’m jerked hard against his big, solid frame, my toes balanced on the tops of his boots instead of the floor.

      His mouth opens wide, and he wrests control of the kiss from me. Or he tries to. I don’t give in that easily. I never have, not from the moment he abducted me from my wedding, and it would be cheating myself, cheating both of us for me to begin now.

      Tongues tangling, dueling. Lips mating, demanding. Teeth testing, nipping.

      His scent is in me—in my mouth, in my senses, in my memory.

      I pursue him, hunt that beautiful, cruel mouth down and bite down on the lush bottom lip, then suck hard on it, insist he fuck mine. Dare him to try.

      Hard, implacable fingers drive into my hair, loosening the bun on top of my head, and grip the strands. They yank my head back, arching my neck so tightly, a tendon lodges a dull, achy protest. But I ignore it. No, no, that’s not accurate. I glorify in that bit of discomfort. That bit of pain. I revel in it because that pain means I’m so alive it has teeth.

      Literally.

      “While I—and my dick—would enjoy seeing where this ends, we have a crew to round up, a ship to get back to, and another clue to figure out.”

      And Rurik wonders why he’s my nemesis.

      Well, he’d have to actually know to wonder, but semantics. I’m seriously hating on him right now.

      Zaid lifts his head, releasing my mouth but not my hair. He doesn’t glance at his second-in-command, but a wry smile twists his kiss-swollen lips.

      “Your timing is shitty as fuck,” Zaid informs him.

      “My timing?” Rurik snorts. “In five more minutes, your cock would’ve been waving in front of my face, but my timing’s shitty.”

      I glare at Rurik, and he smirks in return but jerks his head toward the room’s entrance. “Good catch with the glass,” he praises, then strides out.

      “Hold up.” I gasp and extricate myself from Zaid’s half embrace. “Did he just compliment me?”

      His low chuckle slides under my borrowed clothes and strokes my skin.

      “Run with it. You’ll probably never get one again.” His smile disappears, and a gleam brightens his eyes as he moves forward, claiming the space I placed between us. His chest pushes against my breasts, one of his thighs inserting itself between mine. And the hot brand of his dick burns through his pants and underwear to my belly. “You kissed me.”

      “Chalk it up to the excitement of the moment.” The excuse is weak and we both know it. His gaze mocks me, as does the faint curve of his still damp mouth. “All that adrenaline.”

      “Adrenaline.” He lifts a hand, presses his thumb to the middle of my bottom lip. The touch isn’t gentle, isn’t teasing. It’s hard, firm. It’s real. It’s a reminder that he was there. “Go with that if it makes you feel better.”

      “It’s how I’m going to be able to look at myself in the mirror.”

      “Pet,” he says, bending his head over mine, “I really don’t give a fuck if you’re able to look in the mirror or not. Lie to yourself if that’s what it takes. Just as long as you let me eat that sweet-ass pussy like I did your mouth.”

      I blink.

      God, he shouldn’t talk to me like that. And I’m going to let him know that. Men of my acquaintance just don’t do that. It’s crude, ill-mannered, and just, just…rude.

      Are we really hating it, though?

      Nah.

      Shit. I’m in trouble when my subconscious agrees with itself.

      “We should”—I hitch my thumb over my shoulder—“go. We have a treasure hunt to continue.”

      Does my voice tremble? Yes.

      Are my panties in the impossible situation of being drenched and aflame? Yes, again.

      Am I suddenly terrified that this man with his eagle eyes, intoxicating scent, and whiskey-soaked voice will leave me more wrecked than the ships that litter the ocean floor?

      You betcha.

      And it’s that knowledge that imbues me with the strength to turn, follow Rurik, and exit the engine room.

      Am I running scared?

      Hell yes to that, too, and I’m okay with it.

      Perfectly okay.
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      Pirates know how to party.

      I smile, lifting a cup of beer and sipping it. Usually, I’m more of a Chardonnay kind of girl, but hey, when on the high seas in the middle of a Bacchanalian blowout…

      The entire crew—except for those responsible for making sure the ship’s operational and stays afloat—is on the deck drinking, laughing, dancing…and other things. I’m trying not to stare, but the later the hour becomes and the more the alcohol flows, the wilder and freer this bunch gets. And for them that means more roaming and seeking hands and more clothes disappearing.

      Khalil strides by with a grinning Greer glued to his chest like a wet shirt. With her mouth fused to his, arms around his neck, and legs wound around his thickly muscled waist and his big palms cupping and squeezing her ass, they are like one person engaged in a freaky tango. And surrounding them, people in various degrees of undress and drunkenness either bump into them or shift out of the way as they grind and move to music that’s piped from…somewhere.

      Then there’s me. Wide-eyed, innocent to all this…glorious, uninhibited debauchery and both spooked and seduced by it.

      “How you doing?” Rurik appears next to me, leaning an elbow on the railing and downing a deep gulp from the large tankard in his hand. “Surviving your first party on The Bone Heart?”

      “It’s…a lot.”

      He laughs, and it’s a nice low one that sounds like it traveled over miles of rough road to escape him. “We don’t do anything half measure around here. When you see so much fucked-up shit—the worst humans and non-humans can do to one another—any reason or opportunity you can take to celebrate the little things, you do just that. Take. Nothing’s promised in this life. Including tomorrow. So live the hell out of each moment. That’s what we do.”

      “Y’know, Cnut, I would’ve never pinned you as being so philosophical. Or fatalistic. It’s a nice surprise.”

      He shakes his head, but I don’t miss the curl of his mouth as he knocks back more alcohol.

      “You damn well know my name by now,” he drawls, turning his huge body toward mine, and that cedar and citrus scent teases my nose, stirs embers that the revelry around me has kindled.

      “Of course I do,” I admit with a sniff. “But where’s the fun in that?”

      He laughs again, and I frown. He should really stop that. It’s not fair.

      “Why aren’t you out there?” I wave a hand toward the partying crew. “Getting fucked up. Or fucked. If I’m not mistaken, that’s where some of this is headed.”

      “Neither me nor Zaid gets drunk at these. It’s their”—he jerked his chin toward his people—“turn to relax, be free. And we have their backs. After five long years of searching, this is our first glimmer of hope. The first sign that this life might not be their only option. That deserves to be celebrated.”

      The first sign that this life might not be their only option.

      What does that mean? What does Zaid finding his family’s lost statue have to do with them having, well, another life?

      I part my lips to question Rurik, when Zaid appears in front of me, a beautiful delicate glass flute in his hand. If the workmanship alone didn’t steal my breath, the ruby-red wine in it would finish the job.

      “Oooh, gimme!” I snatch the glass from his hands, trading him for my cup of beer, and down a gulp that would’ve had Mama delivering a sharp-tongued admonishment over my manners.

      Zaid and Rurik seem to just find me amusing. Fine. I might be a bit of a wine snob, and I haven’t had any in three days. I ordered the finest Moscato for my wedding reception and had been looking forward to drinking several glasses. But we all know how that went.

      For a moment, guilt slides through me. God. When was the last time I thought of my wedding or, even more condemning, Deion? Definitely not when I was kissing his brother.

      I gulp down more wine.

      “I take it the wine’s to your liking.” Zaid lifts the mug I handed him to his mouth and drinks the rest of my beer, his eyes meeting mine over the rim.

      “It’s delicious.” I prove it with another indecently long sip. “Do I want to know where you got it?” I squint at him. “Or from whom?”

      “Depends.”

      “On?”

      “On whether or not you’re opposed to stealing and murder.”

      I stare at his bland expression, part horrified because I honestly can’t decipher if he’s being honest. And part, well, not horrified, because as I said, this wine is delicious.

      “Don’t reevaluate your moral compass right now.” He taps the flute. “Tonight’s for fun. But first”—he takes up position on the other side of me, his wide chest brushing my elbow—“we should figure out the next clue.”

      “Yeah, I can give it to Hazel, and she can start steering us in the correct direction,” Rurik adds.

      I nod, cupping the glass between my hands. Just having to recite the sea shanty sobers me of the light buzz and humor I had going. Maybe it’s the combination of the alcohol and the others’ revelry that have assisted in lowering my guard, but a melancholy attempts to creep in. I don’t even have to stretch my hand to graze that sadness just waiting there, crouched, ready to bite and inject its heavy weight.

      “Niall.”

      I glance up at Zaid, and immediately wish I hadn’t. He could take this heaviness away. Sear it away with his singular brand of lust and dominance. All I’d have to do is take the smallest step toward him, only ask and he’d make me forget.

      But isn’t that the real danger?

      Not only would he make me forget my pain, but he’d eventually make me forget myself. And once more I’d get lost in another man. Get so wrapped up in him, surrender so much of myself to him, that when he left—and evidence has proven that they all ultimately do—I’ll be left with the wreckage.

      Caleb had been a good man. A stable, comfortable, loving, good man.

      There’s nothing stable, comfortable, loving, or good about Zaid Ito. He’s…complicated. And as sure as I knew how to locate that ceramic shard, I also recognize that this complicated, wild, brutal force of a pirate would leave me in so many tattered fragments even God wouldn’t be able to fit them all together again. Because there wouldn’t be enough of me left.

      There’d been no threat of that with Deion. He hadn’t engaged my heart or triggered any overwhelming passions. He’d been a perfect candidate for a husband.

      But his brother…

      No, I can’t afford to forget myself or who Zaid Ito is. Not if I want to walk away from this escapade bruised, even scarred, but whole.

      I force a smile and take another sip of wine to cover my momentary lapse. “Yes, sorry. The next stanza.” Unable to meet his too piercing, way-too-observant eyes, I shift my scrutiny down to my wine as if the words float there. “The Dutchman drags you screaming to the depth; Through rock and crevice, you find a breath. What you seek might still be found; Where flowers grow and men may drown.”

      Silence envelops us, and I peek up at Zaid. A slight frown draws his eyebrows together, his expression thoughtful.

      “Anything?” I finally ask into the quiet. “Do any of the words or phrases sound familiar or make sense to you?”

      His gaze shifts to me, and my breath backs up into my lungs at the impact of that stare. “‘The Dutchman drags you screaming to the depth’ seems obvious to me, but maybe too obvious.”

      He’s referring to The Flying Dutchman and how seeing the ghostly ship on the seas usually meant doom—death—for the sailors unlucky enough to spot it.

      “Dying, drowning, and to the depth. A watery grave?” I muse. “But it’s the breathing through rock and crevice that doesn’t make sense. Or a place where flowers grow but men drown. Men drown in water. What flowers can live and thrive in water that deep?”

      “I doubt it’s that literal.” Rurik rubs a finger down the scar bisecting his mouth, then rubs a palm across the dark blond stubble darkening his jaw. “Flowers grow and men may drown…flowers grow and men—” He shoots Zaid a sharp look. “Do you…”

      Zaid nodded. “Has to be.”

      “Care to share with the rest of the class?” I raise the hand not holding the wine close.

      “The coral reef,” Zaid says, as if that’s supposed to clear up the matter.

      It doesn’t.

      “Are we talking Caribbean? Brazilian? And what do they have to do with breathing through rock?” I press.

      Zaid shakes his head. “Neither Caribbean nor Brazilian. There’s a system of caves just beyond the Faroe Islands in the Atlantic. A coral reef grows inside those caves. I’ve never seen them, but they’re supposed to be an unusual blend of colors. People have said they resemble an underwater garden.”

      “Hold on,” I say needing a moment to catch up. “First, in the area of the ocean you’re talking about, temperatures don’t get warm enough to support a thriving coral reef environment. It’s not possi—” At Zaid’s arched eyebrow, I wave off my objection with a flick of fingers. “Never mind. Silly me for thinking that the laws of nature apply to this situation in any way. Carry on.”

      “It’s true.” Rurik stares out across the dark sea as if searching for the caves on the midnight horizon. “And it’s also rumored that there’s no external opening. The only access to the inside of the caves and the reef is underwater.”

      “Through rock and crevice, you find a breath,” I murmur, the line making sense now. An awful, terrible sense. Suspicion yawns wide inside me, and doubt rushes in, dragging a splash of fear with it. “But both of you keep saying, ‘people have said’ and ‘it’s rumored.’ Which means neither of you have seen this cave or the reef. What if ‘people’”—I curl two fingers in air quotes—“are wrong. And we go diving into the Atlantic and can’t find this opening or the reef. What if this is all just, like you said, a rumor? You’re going God knows how deep underwater, possibly putting your life on the line, especially if you’re down there too long searching for this entrance or hypothermia sets in. Is that a risk you’re willing to take?”

      “You tell me, Niall,” Zaid says, his eyes searching mine. “Is it worth the risk?”

      My head scoffs a firm no. But my heart? My heart that’s still bruised and hurting from my grandfather’s absence in my life?

      It yells a loud and resounding yes.

      And I don’t need to say it aloud; he seems to read it in my face because he nods. “Thought so.” Shifting his piercing regard to Rurik, he jerks his chin toward the stern and the helm. “Let Hazel know. If we start in that direction tonight, we should arrive by midafternoon.”

      “Got it.” With a head jerk to me, Rurik strides away to get the second part of our treasure hunt started.

      Our.

      Since when did I begin thinking of this adventure, this hunt, as belonging to me as well as him and his crew?

      Vines of warmth, of vulnerability wind around my rib cage, tightening. It’s always been my weakness—this soul-deep and secret yearning to belong. Maybe it originates with losing my parents so young, and though Mama and Grandad raised me as their own and I never lacked for love or acceptance, I was still always different. Kids can be assholes and, in some way or another, they let me know my shortcomings, in spite of my last name being Hudson.

      Then Caleb came along, and I finally tasted the sweet, addictive security of being someone’s. All theirs and them being all mine. And then he was taken from me.

      That’s the precarious and oh-so-dangerous lure with Zaid. He could give that to me. Unknowingly, he’s already let me sample it with his crew, this hunt. If he granted me more…

      A breath shudders out of me, and I drink my wine as if it can drown out the part of myself that will be the destruction of me.

      If it were possible to take a scalpel and carve out that needy thing inside me, I’d have performed emergency surgery long ago.

      Lowering the glass, I sigh, returning my attention to the tableau playing out across the ship’s deck. In the time since Zaid and Rurik approached me, things took a turn. It’s louder, rowdier—more lascivious.

      I should be horrified at the, well, orgy taking place right in front me in various stages, with various partners in various places. And yes, in all honestly, a part of me is appalled. Because, damn. There’s such a thing as privacy…and doors.

      But, as I peek my tongue out to capture the last drop of alcohol on my bottom lip, the larger side—a side of me I hadn’t suspected existed until I became the victim of a felony and landed on a pirate ship—is utterly and completely fascinated. And turned on.

      Oh my God.

      Modesty and, hell, manners dictate I look away from the flashes of full breasts, hard chests, seeking hands, twisted limbs, and writhing bodies. And I feel like I shouldn’t be staring, that somehow I’m intruding on them. But I can’t tear my gaze away. In this moment, they’re vital. They’re passion.

      They’re life.

      And until now, I didn’t know I’d been sleepwalking through my own life.

      Solid warmth presses against me from the middle of my shoulders to the backs of my thighs. I hiss at the contact of Zaid’s tall, wide body. His chest plastered to my spine, his hips tucked against my ass, his powerful legs an unyielding support. And his cock…

      A whimper claws up my chest, and my grip on the wineglass turns desperate. Better I have it in my hands than reach behind me and grab hold of the long, thick length nudging my lower back. My pussy spasms, clenching around the emptiness there so hard, I roll my lips inward to trap my gasp. That doesn’t stop the hot, tugging ache. Doesn’t stop the wet from dampening my underwear.

      Doesn’t stop the lust from pouring through me like a match tossed to gasoline.

      “Look.”

      Not waiting to see if I’ll comply with his demand, Zaid puts an arm around me and lifts it to my face before pinching my chin and turning it toward the companionway entrance. I don’t need to ask what he wants me to see. Even though they’re tucked in the corner, the full moon and the recessed light above the entryway dispel most of the shadows. I have an unhindered view of Khalil going down on Greer.

      They’re unbearably beautiful together.

      With her long white shirt open and spread wide, baring her pretty, heavy breasts and their dark nipples, she seems like a pagan goddess from another time, the light glinting off her smooth brown skin just another worshipper. Like the man kneeling before her, his face buried between her slender legs. I can’t glimpse Khalil’s expression, but the firm grip on her ass, the careful and, God yes, gentle way he holds her up off the deck relay his reverence. Even as the lewd back and forth of his head as he eats her, betrays his hunger. They’re passion. They’re lust.

      They’re an intimacy that I both envy and fear.

      I lower my head, closing my eyes.

      “No, pet.” The fingers on my chin grip it tighter, tilting my face back up. “Look at them. Really look at them.” His hold doesn’t leave me any choice, and neither does the vein of steel running through his voice. And truthfully? I want to look. “There’s no shame in them. No shame in us watching. They want us to. They get off on it. Look closely.”

      And I do.

      I can’t do anything but stare at the couple caught up in each other, in their passion.

      “Look at her face. How her teeth are sinking into her lip. At the clench of her jaw. Like she’s on the verge of a scream. See her eyes? Dark. Gleaming. She’s lost in what he’s doing to her. What he’s giving her. But it’s not one-sided. Watch him now.”

      His voice, hypnotic and beautiful, enthralls me. I’m helpless to do anything but follow his commands. No, no. That’s wrong. Because “helpless” implies I have no choice. And it’s completely my decision to stand here, his magnificent body pressed to mine, his fingers on my chin, sinking under the web of lust he’s so masterfully weaving.

      “It might appear like he’s the one handing out the pleasure. That he’s in control.” Zaid’s arm comes around me, his big hand splayed wide over my belly, and I shiver. There’s no way he can miss that ripple running through me, and his low growl that vibrates against my back telegraphs it. “But see his fingers. How they’re digging into her ass? She’ll wear his fingerprints tomorrow. See the tension in his shoulders? That’s not from holding her up against the wall. Her weight is negligible to him. No, he’s fighting against the urge to pin her against that wall and fuck her.”

      Yes, I see it. I see it all.

      I’m ablaze. Smoke and flame have replaced air and blood. My chest rises and falls with Greer’s. My belly contracts with hers. My nipples are tight and beaded, same as hers. And my pussy…

      My fingers flex against the wineglass, needing something, anything tangible to touch. As if he senses my dilemma, he relieves me of the glass. Then both of his hands are cupping mine, guiding them to my breasts. He folds my fingers around my own flesh, molding them. And I can’t trap my moan as my nipples graze my palms. And I also can’t stop myself from pressing, rubbing…

      He abandons my hands, one of his returning to my chin and the other slips under the waistband of my pants, low on my belly. I suck in a breath, his touch barely there but branding me. An electric pulse jolts through me, and I grind my ass against that thick cock at my back. His grip on my face tightens, another rumble rolls through him.

      I gasp again and reflexively squeeze my breasts, pleasure streaking a direct line to my sex, worsening the ache. Or making it better. I don’t know which one.

      “Touch yourself, pet,” he commands. “Harder. Don’t be timid or gentle.”

      Once more his hands shift, and he rests his fingers over the top button on my shirt. He doesn’t go any further; he’s waiting on me, my permission. This is crossing that last, bold, desperately drawn line. There’s no going back to regular kidnapper and kidnappee after this.

      But, if I’m honest, we haven’t been that to each other since that first day. And even then, we were probably headed to this moment. The inescapable lust arcing back and forth between us like bouncing lightning strikes demands nothing less.

      I nod.

      And it’s all the confirmation he needs. Zaid makes swift work of the buttons and spreads my shirt wide, exposing my breasts to the night air, him, and anyone else who happens to look our way. There’s a flash of modesty, and it tries to shove its way to the forefront and remind me that I don’t do this. This isn’t me. But as he once again guides my hands to my breasts, my pounding heart and the wet dampening my panties assure me that, yes, this is indeed me.

      And his deep, hungry growl incinerates any lingering remnants of hesitancy.

      “I knew you were gorgeous,” he praises, his voice another sensory caress. I want to melt into it, roll in it. And though it’s impossible, I feel the heat of his gaze, and my nipples further harden, as if basking under his attention. Begging for more. “Fucking perfect. Pull on those tips, pet. Pinch them. Show me how you love to be touched.” I follow his instructions, and not just because he’s ordering me. But because I want it. And that almost pained note in his voice… I sink back against his chest, thighs quivering, and I’m doubting their ability to hold me up. “Such pretty, brown nipples. Are they sensitive, pet? Can you come just from teasing them? Could you come for me?”

      God, yes.

      I never have before, but for him? It’s more than possible. My hips rock and jerk from the pleasure swelling through me with each pinch and tweak. Already, I’m so close, hovering right on the edge, and it’s only from my hands and his gaze.

      “Now look at them again.” Instead of cupping my chin, he slides one hand in my hair, gripping the strands and tilting my head back. Until this moment, I had no idea my scalp was an erogenous zone, but here we are. He splays his fingers wider on my belly, and I just want to push his hand lower. Deeper. “Tell me what you see, pet. Tell me.” He accompanies the command with a small tug on my hair, scattering pinpricks of pleasure and pain in its wake.

      I whimper, biting my bottom lip as Greer had done only moments earlier, and refocus on the writhing couple. Khalil’s movements are wilder, less controlled. His head circles, moves up and down, and it doesn’t require much imagination to envision him going at her with abandon. Greer’s hips undulate, grinding down on him in a rhythm that is all their own.

      Greer tips her head back, several shorter strands of her dark blonde hair sticking to her forehead and cheeks, and her lips part on a soundless cry. Her body slightly stiffens, but then she’s twisting and arching, riding Khalil’s mouth harder.

      “What did he just do?” Zaid quizzes me. “Tell me what he’s doing to her right now.”

      I swallow, wetting my suddenly parched throat. “Finger fucking her.”

      It’s not just Greer’s reaction that clues me in; it’s the unmistakable abrupt movements of Khalil’s arm. And it’s as if those thick fingers are thrusting inside my pussy. I throb, my slick flesh heavy, full, and yet so empty. I need… Oh God, I just need.

      “You want that, pet? The way you’re rubbing that ass on me says you do, but I need the words. You want to be finger fucked, Niall? You going to let me get inside this pussy that has been keeping me up at night, dreaming about how tight and fucking good it feels?”

      His fingers slip beneath the band of my pants again and lightly stroke the patch low on my belly and right above my mound. I shake like a piece of driftwood caught in a sudden storm. The desire to take what he’s offering is a living, breathing, ravenous thing…

      “Yes.” Crazy lust propels the answer out of me on a desperate moan.

      More than I care about the consequences or even what awaits me tomorrow, I want this.

      This man’s hands on me. In me.

      “Please,” I plead, beyond pride.

      He doesn’t make me wait.

      In the next moment, his long, elegant, and deadly fingers slide between my folds, stroking over my clit, and I flinch from the exquisite and too sharp pleasure. I’m too small, my bones too delicate, and my skin too tight to contain it. I lower one hand to circle his wrist, but not to stop him. To hold him, pressing him tight to me.

      “No.” He shakes his head, and his mouth grazes my cheek. He grabs my hand and returns it to my breast. “I got this.”

      And to show me just how he “got” it, Zaid thrusts his fingers inside my pussy without any preamble. My head shoots backward, hitting his shoulder, and my lungs seize, trapping the air. I’m so full. And it’s only his fingers. Good God. How much more will his cock pry me open, fill me up? Brand me. Complete me.

      “Fuck,” he snaps, withdrawing his hand until just the fingertips nudge the entrance of my channel. Then, with another blistering curse, he plunges back inside, and I rise onto the tips of my toes. Or I try to. His hand on my stomach locks me in place, forcing me to be still and take each stroke, each rub over a place high and deep inside me that has the stars in the night sky descending to sparkle in front of my eyes. “I can feel this pussy shaking, trembling. You about to come already, Niall?” His wicked chuckle reverberates in my ear, and it triggers another set of sparks that race down my spine, sizzling low in my back, the soles of my feet, in the clit that the flat of his palm is pressed to, circling. “All right, pet. Give it to me. Get me good and wet like the good girl you are.”

      The part of me that balks at being called something as infantile as “good girl” is quickly and shamelessly shushed by the greedy side that spreads her legs wider, pinches her nipples harder, all in search of that orgasm his beautiful fingers promise.

      And oh God, do they deliver.

      Another thrust, another merciless rub to my G-spot and a firm stroke of my clit, and I’m done. I’m gone. My pussy feverishly milks his fingers, and it’s so damn good. The pleasure slams into me, and he continues to drive into me, continues to work that engorged bundle of nerves until it verges on too much. Until ecstasy edges into pain, and yet, I still crave it. Crave that bite.

      On a low growl, he drags his hand from my pussy, and I cry out from the abrupt withdrawal. But that sound snags in my throat when he slides those fingers between his lips, and his eyes close on a decadent, hoarse moan. Though I’ve just experienced a bone-liquifying release, lust barrels through my veins, rushing straight for my laid-to-waste pussy.

      He sucks me clean from his fingers, and the sight of his tongue lapping at his skin has a whimper crawling free of me. The thick fringe of his lashes lifts and his golden eyes meet mine. Slipping his hand free from his mouth, he sets the damp fingertips on my bottom lip, then slowly, deliberately presses them forward.

      Like with my sex, he fills my mouth. His taste—the beer he drank, a hint of the wine he gave me, and me—clings to his skin, and I curl my tongue around him, sucking, savoring. Heat flares in his eyes, and he tugs free before replacing his hand with his mouth.

      This kiss is an extension of our first, and it’s just as fierce, as raw and needy. At least for me. Sounds that are embarrassingly animalistic escape me as I turn in his arms, wrap my arms around his neck, and attack his mouth. I’m insatiable—for his tongue, for the low grunts he emits, for the grinding of his cock against my pussy.

      I want it all. And I want it now.

      Zaid bends, and his big hands cup my ass, hiking me in the air. With no hesitation, I wind my legs around his waist, and fisting the ends of his braids, tilt his head farther back so I can dive harder between his lush lips, taking what I need from him.

      Which is everything.

      He strides across the deck, and I don’t need to ask where he’s taking me. I don’t care. Just as long as it ends up with him buried inside me.

      In moments, he’s down the companionway and pushing into his cabin. He doesn’t pause to switch on a lamp but moves unerringly to the bed before laying me down on it. His fingers tangle with mine, and he climbs on the mattress, crouching on top of me. Abandoning my mouth, he trails his lips down my chin, pausing to place stinging nips along my jaw then lowering to my neck. Each suck and lick at my throat has me twisting beneath him, arching into him, seeking the much-needed pressure of his dick against my pussy. I want to ride it, rub over it, obtain some relief of the erotic storm steadily building again.

      “Easy, pet,” he rumbles against the base of my neck, then leans up and crushes a hot, brief kiss to my mouth. “We have all night.”

      All night? Shit. I’m not going to last the next five minutes if he doesn’t. Get. In. Me.

      As if he just read my mind, Zaid chuckles, and it brushes over my lips before he scoots down my body and takes my breast into his mouth.

      Oh fuck.

      My back bows so tight, so high, I lift us both from the mattress. Pleasure strikes me in thousands of tiny electrifying bolts, and my soundless scream bounces off the cabin walls. Or my skull. I choke on it, gasping for breath, and wrenching my fingers from his grip, I dig them into his scalp. Hold his head to my chest.

      “Goddamn,” he mutters, licking my nipple, then drawing on it. “That’s it, pet. Show me what you need from me.”

      My breasts aren’t that big, and it feels like he’s taking all my flesh into that warm, wet cavern. He’s consuming me, his clever, nimble fingers plucking the other tip, tweaking it. And finally, finally he covers me with that huge, hard, gorgeous body. Spreading my thighs wider, I grind up and down that beautiful cock. I cough out a sound that’s part plea, part sob because fuck, I needed this. Needed to feel him splitting my folds, riding through them, and that broad cockhead nudging my clit, even if it’s through his pants and mine. It’s a precursor to that naked flesh fucking its way into me, taking me. Owning me.

      He switches breasts, and I suck in a sharp, much-needed breath.

      “Zaid, plea—”

      His palm claps down over my mouth, cutting off my plea. Shock reverberates through me on a dissonant chord, and I protest. Loudly. Well, as loudly I can, anyway. A hand over the mouth could be sexy, but this is not that. Zaid shakes his head, the movement abrupt, sharp, his body rigid on top of mine. He doesn’t look down at me, his head instead turned in the direction of the cabin door.

      Which, I now notice, slowly and eerily creeps open.

      Zaid shifts his hand down my face and holds up a finger to his lips, warning me to be silent. As if I needed that caution. He inches off me and the bed, his gaze never leaving the door that cracks wider and wider. His hand stretches down to me, and I accept it, my own attention focused solely on that door and whoever is bound to come through. Carefully, I ease off the bunk, my limbs sliding over the bedcovers overly loud to my ears. But as soon as my feet touch the floor, Zaid moves like the wind—damn near invisible and soundless—tucking me between the wall and the tall armoire on the other side of the bedside table.

      We blend into the deep shadows. And wait.

      From this vantage point we can’t see the door. Or the person sneaking inside his cabin.

      My heart pounds in my ears, and with only Zaid’s broad shoulders and back visible to me, his heated leather and wind scent in my nose, it’s like I’m trapped in a sensory deprivation cave. Panic slithers in, its talons scraping at the edges of my consciousness, and my breathing deafens me, the volume drowning out my rabid heartbeat. The metallic flavor of fear coats my tongue.

      Calm. Calm the hell down.

      Freaking out wouldn’t change a thing, and it would only distract Zaid and place me in more danger. And I can’t be a help to him or myself if I’m melting down. I don’t have a knife on me, but I do have my hands, my mind. If it comes down to it, I can defend myself.

      I will.

      A hand reaches back and squeezes my hip. That small sign of reassurance aids in settling me.

      The pounding clears from my head. My pulse evens out.

      Whoever is in this cabin doesn’t stand a chance.

      A thin pinpoint of light bounces around before stopping across the room. A soft sound, like a shuffle of papers, reaches us along with a low curse, and then the beam swings in our direction.

      “Niall?” the person whispers. “Are you asleep?” The swish of feet sliding over hardwood denotes the person approaching our hiding spot and the bed. That light sweeps closer. “Niall,” the voice calls again. “Are you…shit.”

      Something hits the empty bed with its rumpled bedcovers, and a clatter echoes in the cabin. But before the intruder can escape, Zaid lunges forward. I move, too, avoiding the grappling figures on the floor, and dart for the switch next to the door. Once I hit it, light bathes the room, and I blink against the sudden brightness but quickly take in Zaid with his knee planted in the knee of a vaguely familiar dark-haired bearded man, a gun jammed under his chin.

      “Niall, come here.” On autopilot, I cross over to Zaid, buttoning up my shirt with shaky fingers and careful to stay well out of striking distance of the other man. “Here.”

      Zaid hands me a syringe, though his narrowed, furious gaze remains fixed on the unresisting man beneath him.

      “What the hell?” I murmur.

      “That’s what Drake was going to drug you with. Not enough to kill you but just enough to keep you compliant to do what with, Drake?”

      Zaid jabs the gun harder under the crew member’s chin. Because that’s why he’s familiar. I remember him as one of the men who accompanied us to the Shetland Islands. Disgust and pain drive through me like the serrated edge of a burning knife. If I’m feeling that, how much worse must it be for Zaid, who had to have trusted the man if he’s on his crew? Hell, he probably even counted the man as a friend.

      “That’s not a fucking rhetorical question,” he snaps, leaning down in Drake’s face.

      The other man’s face crumples as if he’s waging an internal war, but he shakes his head. “I was going to knock her out long enough to get her off the ship and take her back to her fiancé.”

      I struggle not to allow the surprise tearing through me reflect on my face or rock me back on my heels. He’s not just a traitor but working for Deion?

      Zaid laughs, and it’s not nice. It’s dark. It sends a shiver tripping down my spine.

      Drake flinches, then pales.

      Smart man.

      Jackknifing to his feet, Zaid fists the front of Drake’s shirt and hauls him up. Barely giving the man time to gain his own feet, Zaid drags Drake behind him across the cabin, out the door, and up the stairs to the deck.

      The revelry still rages, but as the first person catches sight of Zaid—or rather his furious and frightening grim expression—the music cuts off and, the laughter, noise, and cavorting die down. Limbs untwist, people straighten, and slowly, crew members gather around Zaid and Drake, who he still imprisons by the shirt.

      Rurik pushes his way through until he’s standing in front of Zaid. His ice-blue gaze flicks to Drake, and then he silently waits for an explanation.

      “I’m going to let Drake explain why he’s a traitor against not just me but all of you, too,” Zaid announces, shoving the crewman forward to face all the people surrounding us.

      The people who no doubt have counted him as a friend if not family.

      Right now, they’re staring at him with varying degrees of disbelief, pain, and growing hatred.

      Rurik’s face betrays nothing. And somehow, that’s a wee bit scarier than the rumblings rippling through the crowd on the deck.

      “Tell them,” Zaid growls.

      Drake glances back at Zaid, but if he’s looking for mercy, he’s not going to find any there. For all the emotion missing from Rurik’s expression, it suffuses Zaid’s. His eyes burn with rage, is evident in the whitening of the scar along his jaw, the flattening of his mouth.

      There’s no mercy in his captain.

      “I—” Drake begins, stops, clears his throat, and starts again. “I’ve been working for Deion Ito from the beginning. He hired me to be his eyes and ears for him on The Bone Heart.”

      “To spy on Zaid. On us,” Rurik bluntly interrupts.

      “Yes,” Drake whispers.

      “You’re a traitor.” Greer sneers the accusation.

      “Yes,” Drake again whispers.

      “Did you voluntarily decide to return my brother’s fiancée back to him, or did he order you to do that?”

      Why did “my brother’s fiancée” scrape my senses, my skin raw like fresh sandpaper? I mean, that’s what I am, right? The kidnapping didn’t change that. The kiss…orgasm…didn’t change that. But… I shove that discomfort and guilt aside to bask in later.

      Drake drops his head and murmurs, “He ordered me to do it.”

      Another wave of outrage moves through the crew because they realize what I do. Drake has communicated with Deion since I’ve been on this ship.

      “How?” Zaid rounds Drake, bumps his chest against the other man’s. “How have you talked to him? And how much have you told him?”

      Drake lifts his head, and though the man has betrayed his friends and planned on drugging me for the second time in three days, pity sneaks through me. Because even I can see the misery and regret etched into his face.

      “Everything,” Drake rasps. “I have an old satellite phone that I use to communicate with him. Because it’s older, outdated technology, it doesn’t show up on tracking sensors. As soon as we got back on the ship this evening, I told him about the Shetland Islands and what you found. He instructed me to bring him Niall and the ceramic piece.”

      “Why did he wait?” I ask, speaking for the first time. “If you were in contact with him all this time, why didn’t he have you immediately bring me back to him?”

      Unease flickers across Drake’s face, and he shrugs a shoulder. It’s clear to me he doesn’t want to answer my question. And in the next instant, the truth is as clear to me as the night sky above.

      I chuckle, and it abrades my throat. The knowledge, even before I voice it, hits my stomach like sour swill. “He didn’t want you to rescue me because Deion needed you to find out why Zaid took me in the first place and what he wanted from me.”

      After a brief hesitation, Drake nods.

      I suspected it—knew it. But it still hurts like a punch to the chest, leaving me momentarily winded. Instead, I was a pawn for Deion. He hadn’t thrown me to the wolves, but hell, he left me there. No, ours wasn’t a love match but still, I believed we were friends, partners. I cared for him and thought at least that affection was reciprocated. I’d never abandon or use him.

      I feel Zaid’s gaze on me like a hot ray of sun on the side of my face, but, humiliated, I refuse to look at him. I can’t. He and Deion might despise each other, but they apparently have something in common—using the hell out of me.

      “So Deion knows about the shanty and that you’re closer than ever to finding the Emerald Lady and the Iron Nymph,” Rurik states, crossing his arms over his chest.

      The Iron Nymph? What’s that?

      “Which is why he now wants Niall back,” Zaid adds, his voice an ominous low rumble. “Because he knows she’s the key. She’s the map.”

      “I’m sorry, Zaid,” Drake begs, holding up his hands, and I don’t miss the slight tremble in them. “Please, you have to believe me when I say I’m so sorry. At first, yeah, it was the money. But after, when I tried to back out and call off this whole thing, he threatened me. Said he’d kill my sister and my nieces. I couldn’t...” He trails off, his throat working around the rest of his words. “I was in too deep and too afraid to come to you by that time.”

      “You should’ve.” There’s no sympathy, no mercy in Zaid’s tone. None in the golden fire of his eyes. “Did you tell him about the next stop yet? About the caves?”

      “No.” Drake shakes his head. “I swear I didn’t. I don’t know anything about caves.”

      Zaid nods. “When is he expecting you and Niall? And where?”

      “I’m supposed to meet him back at the Shetland Islands an hour after daybreak.”

      Zaid nods again.

      Then he shoots Drake in the forehead.

      I gasp, the muted pop of the gun like a cannon blast in my head. But I’m the only one who appears shocked. Even the crewmen who wear the splatter of blood, bone, and brain matter on their faces and shoulders don’t appear surprised or even moved by Zaid’s actions. No, there’s a grim, fierce satisfaction on the faces of everyone around me. I’m the only one horrified by the death of this man.

      This traitor.

      “He’s going to make that meet,” Zaid says, voice still hard with a seething but not quiet rage. “I’d hate to disappoint my brother.”

      “I’ll take him.” Aleks moved forward, fury narrowing the eyes fixed on his Drake’s body. “It’d be my pleasure to make sure he’s at that appointment.”

      Zaid nods and a cruel smile tips the corner of his mouth. “With a message. Dead men don’t need their tongues. And traitors definitely don’t. Relieve him of it and gift it to Deion. With my compliments.”

      At that, I stumble backward, and Zaid’s head turns toward me.

      And when I race for the side of the ship and hurl food, beer, and wine over the edge, he doesn’t follow me.
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      Blowing a man’s brains out and ordering his tongue to be cut out of in front of a woman not used to the brutalities of my world might not have been my wisest of decisions. But do I regret it?

      No.

      Rage and a bone-deep pain sears my chest at Drake’s betrayal. He’d been a part of my crew for the last four years. I trusted him, counted him as a member of my chosen family, and this fucking hurts. As naive as it makes me, I thought disloyalty and deception like this were in my past, at least from those close to me. This has shaken me. And knowing my brother is behind it—again—makes it fucking worse.

      Once more, Deion has stolen my security from me.

      And I’m mad about it. Mad as hell.

      So no. I don’t regret shit.

      And I never misrepresented to Niall about who I am; we met when I fucking kidnapped her. If I popped her murder cherry, that I might hold remorse for. When this is over, she shouldn’t jerk awake at night, shaking from nightmares. And knowing that’s on me? Well, yeah, I hate that. But in my world, traitors mean death. Death of my crew, my family. When Drake agreed to be in Deion’s pocket, he signed his own death warrant. He knew consequences and accepted them. That’s how it works here, out on the seas.

      I glance over at Niall, who stands on the dock along with several other members of my crew, and a fresh wave of irritation sweeps through me; I grind my teeth against it.

      As if feeling my glare, she looks over at me, and her bland gaze doesn’t change as she zips up the dark blue tank suit. She hasn’t spoken one word to me since I killed Drake. Oh wait, that’s not true. She said, “Fuck you, I’m going,” when I ordered her to remain on the ship while we went to follow the second shanty clue.

      I’m not happy about her going. All manner of things can happen, and I want her nowhere near them. But short of tying her to my bed, I can’t stop her. And there’s something in me that draws short of doing that. Because as much as I want to protect her, I understand that stealing this chance to be a part of this search that may possibly lead to information about her grandfather would also lead to her hating me.

      And that same something abhors that thought.

      Why that is when at the end of this we’re going our separate ways, I can’t explain. Niall Hudson is nothing but a means to an end for me. No matter how hard my cock gets for her and how good her pussy tastes, I better remember that. She’s not for me.

      “We ready?” I bark, my thoughts sharpening my voice and attitude.

      Rurik jerks his chin up, sliding his mask over his head to hang around his neck. “Ready.”

      He steps into the tender, Aleks, Greer, and Jake behind him. Rochelle mans another tender with several people, and I claim another one. After climbing into it, I turn around and hold out my hand to Niall; she narrows her eyes on it but slides her palm across mine and follows me in.

      Moments later, we’re racing across the Atlantic, approaching the land mass that resembles a lone elephant in the middle of the ocean. We pass through the space between its “trunk” and “body” before circling to the back and idling, the late-afternoon sun beaming down on us. Sweat trickles down the nape of my neck, slipping under the neoprene of my wetsuit.

      I guide my boat next to Rochelle’s, who holds a sensor up, aiming it toward the bottom of the rock mass and the water. Frowning, she studies it for several long minutes. Then, her face lights up with a smirk and she lowers the sensor, looking over at me.

      “There appears to be a subterranean tunnel two hundred and eleven feet below the surface. This shit is real,” she signs.

      Brutal satisfaction spears me in the chest, and I want to throw back my head and howl my triumph. After years…fucking years…I’m so close.

      “Okay, you take the lead,” I say and sign. Spinning a hand in the air, I order everyone else, “Let’s do this.”

      Around me, my people hit the water with loud splashes, but I turn to Niall.

      “Ready?” And not that she requires my help, but I reach over, lift the mask, fit it over her nose and mouth, and press the button that starts the flow of oxygen. She lowers her goggles over her eyes. “Stay right beside me, Niall,” I order. “Got me?”

      She nods, without hesitation. A calm settles over me, and after taking care of my own mask and goggles, I catch her hand in mine and we tip backward over the edge of the tender. The cold, dark blue water closes over us, and that instinctive panic seizes me for just an instant. But in the next moment, I embrace the peace from the strange but somewhat familiar underwater world.

      The farther down we swim, the darker the water becomes, and I switch on the headlights attached to the goggles. Niall does the same. Not too far ahead, Rochelle swims, and in the deepening dark, I catch sight of the beeping light on the sensor. Two hundred feet doesn’t sound that far down when you’re topside, but in the water—especially if you’re not accustomed to diving… I glance over at Niall. But she appears fine, easily keeping up with me and the rest of my crew.

      The beams from our headlamps catch the face of the land mass, and down here it seems as solid as it did above. The deeper we go and there’s no sign of this entrance, the barest hint of uncertainty and panic start to skulk in. I won’t risk taking them much farther. It’s not safe given we’re not sure where we’re going and what we’ll encounter if we ever find it. No. If that sensor doesn’t pick up the cave entrance in the next few minutes, we’re turning back—

      Three short flashes and a long one. The signal Rochelle and I arranged.

      Fuck. Yes.

      I squeeze Niall’s hand, elation winging through me. Cutting my arms harder through the water, I push us forward, following the steady beams of light ahead. The darkness starts to grow steadily lighter, and we swim toward that shining glow that’s like sunlight under the ocean.

      Minutes later, with one final push, my head breaks the water’s surface. Still holding Niall’s hand, I use my free one to tug my goggles on top of my head and my mask down my chin, turning off the flow of oxygen.

      Holy shit.

      Treading water, I drag in a breath of humid air and take in the mystifying and stunning beauty before me.

      “Oh my God,” Niall breathes. “This is… Oh my God.”

      Yeah. I don’t have any words to describe this miracle of nature surrounding us either.

      Where flowers grow and men may drown.

      The pink, orange, yellow, and deep red coral seem to float in the ocean water like huge blooms. It covers the walls, providing ambient, almost ethereal light that reflects off the water. Mother’s grandmother used to speak of beautiful botanical gardens that were the norm rather than the rarities they now are in our world. This must be what they resembled. Lush, bountiful, and wild.

      “Everyone knows the routine,” I say, my voice bouncing off the walls of the cave. “Same as before. Break off into your assigned teams and search the cave. We’re probably looking for something similar to the previous clue but don’t rule anything out. Let’s not waste time. We have about three hours of daylight left.”

      I swim for the stone floor of the cave, ensuring Niall is close behind me. And when I climb from the water onto the ledge, I wait for her to emerge, stretching my hand out to her. She clasps it, and I don’t let go until we’re both on solid ground. I scan her, from the wet spiral curls piled on top of her head, down over her lush body in the skintight wetsuit to her bare feet and back up. Shit. She’s going to have me bricking up at all those gorgeous curves, and there’s no way to hide it from anyone. Not that I care.

      Turning away, I shake my head and carefully move over the wet rock. This cave is huge and extends far, the coral on the wall like sconces guiding the way.

      Fuck. This is going to be like searching for the proverbial needle in the haystack. Unlike the lighthouse, there aren’t any landmarks or nooks or mounted frames. There’s just…cave. And coral.

      “Oh wow.” Niall laughs, the sound startled.

      I turn around and find her poking at the coral on the wall. The pink-orange marine life flowers open, blooming wide, then in the next instant, shut again. She giggles—yeah, actually giggles—as she repeats it, looking like a child who’s discovered a new and delightful toy.

      “Having fun?” I drawl.

      She slides a glance at me from under her lashes. “Yes. Actually, I am.”

      Second time she’s spoken to me since I killed a man in front of her. I call it progress.

      We move on, meticulously searching the cave, climbing among the nearly six-foot stalagmites, smoothing our hands along the walls and scanning the rock floor.

      Nothing.

      Shit.

      I didn’t expect this to be simple, but damn. I did hope the hardest part would be finding the actual cave, not the clue.

      Almost two hours later, we work our way back toward the edge of the water, empty-handed. Rurik meets me from where his team swept the far side of the cave.

      “Nothing?” I ask, though I already know the answer.

      “Didn’t find a thing.”

      “We’re in the right place,” Niall murmurs, crouching next to the ledge and running her hand over the coral there.

      I frown. She sounds so certain. But how could she possibly know that? Hell, before yesterday, she hadn’t even known this place existed.

      Before I can question her, Rurik nods, saying, “Yeah, we’re in the right place. The shanty describes this cave perfectly. Maybe we should spread out and search again.”

      “The tide will be coming in soon,” I say, staring over the water where it’s already higher than when we arrived. “This cave is going to be flooded in a little while. We can’t afford to stay here much longer.” Goddamn. Disappointment stabs me between the ribs, razor sharp. “We can try again tom—”

      I frown, staring down at the coral inches from Niall’s feet.

      “Zaid?” she calls me.

      But I don’t answer. Slivers of excitement swirl in the pit of my stomach. Shifting past her, I step farther out into the water, right where the stone floor meets the coral. The strengthening current shifts the marine life back and forth. And just at the edge of the reef where rock disappears into the underwater garden, the grayish brown isn’t consistent. There’s something off right…there.

      I pluck the ceramic piece nestled amid the yellow and pink plant-like animal, grasping it in my fingers like it’s a prized treasure. Because it is.

      My heart thumps against my rib cage, elation screaming through my veins.

      “You found it,” Niall whispers, awe in her voice.

      “What are the odds of that?” Rurik huffs out a short laugh. “I don’t believe in that miracle shit, but that might be one.”

      He’s right. If my mother’s God existed, I could’ve used His miraculous acts five years ago when my brother plotted against me. But whether this is Him coming through now or a trick of Fate, I don’t care. I’m holding a piece of my future. Literally.

      For the cracked ceramic shard to have been in the water for God knows how long, it’s incredibly smooth and clear. As if it’d just been waiting to be found. Shit. I laugh under my breath, shaking my head at the fanciful thought.

      I rub my thumb over it, studying the image clearly etched into the surface. It appears to be a Spanish doubloon stamped with a Crusader’s Cross. My breath shoves in and out of my lungs.

      This is it. This is fucking it.

      Rurik claps a hand down on my shoulder and a rare grin curves his mouth. “We’re close, brother.”

      I grin back, even rarer hope billowing inside me like wind filling The Bone Heart’s sails. “Fuck yeah. We’re close.”
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      “What’s the Iron Nymph?”

      I stop just outside the bathroom, pausing in the middle of towel drying my hair. Steam from my recent shower billows from the open door, heating my still damp skin. Slowly, my arm drops to my side, towel still clutched in my hand.

      Move. I have to move. Because standing here gaping at her like a fucking fool isn’t an option. Yet…I’m still standing here, water dripping down my chest from my wet hair. And yeah, I’m still gaping.

      Because goddamn. Niall is gorgeous. She’s living, breathing sex, and I can’t tear my eyes from her.

      “You’re wearing my shirt.”

      She glances down as if just realizing she slipped into it after taking her own shower. The white long-sleeved top has never looked so good on me. Matter of fact, I might retire it. Her pretty, firm breasts press against the thin material, and her dark brown nipples are the faintest shadows beneath. My mouth waters at the remembered taste and feel of those tight tips on my tongue. That sexy musk is unforgettable, addictive. And I won’t even try to play myself—I crave more.

      Long, thick, brown legs stretch from where the shirt hits her mid-thigh. Last night, her pants and mine had separated her pussy from cock. Now, if I strode over to her and slid my palm up under that top, nothing would hinder me from stroking wet, soft flesh. I curl my fingers into my palm. The feel of that pussy is branded into my skin, and even now, as impossible as it is, I swear her scent clings to me. She haunts me, and I’m wide awake.

      Niall tugs on the end of the shirt sleeve and then the hem.

      “Well, seeing how my choices are limited to a decimated wedding dress, one change of clothes, and a wetsuit, I didn’t think you’d mind if I borrowed it to sleep in.”

      I don’t reply. Instead, I stride over to the armoire, pull open the drawer, and grab a pair of black sweatpants. Without any thought, I drop the towel around my hips. Niall’s low, sharp gasp hits my ears, and I glance up. On a ship, modesty is one of the first things to go, so I honestly didn’t think much about stripping in front of her. But seeing her wide-eyed gaze fixed on my dick? Her reaction is both novel and adorable. And it takes everything in me to not cross the space separating us so I can introduce those parted lips to my cock.

      Fuck, she has no idea what she does to me.

      Well, I smirk as my flesh jerks, thickening and lengthening. Maybe she has a little bit of a clue.

      Her gaze flies up to meet mine, and I slowly drag the sweatpants up my legs and loosely tie them low on my hips.

      “I…” She slicks the tip of her tongue over her full bottom lip, and I clench my jaw, feeling that phantom small swipe over the tip of my dick. “I, uh, now understand why you’re so arrogant.”

      Snorting, I tunnel a hand through my hair, shaking the excess water out of it. Bending down, I swipe up the two towels and, returning to the bathroom, throw them in the bin. When I emerge, Niall stands beside my desk, holding the second ceramic shard. She tilts her head, shifting her attention to me.

      “Before you distracted me with your dick, I asked you a question. Rurik mentioned the Iron Nymph last night. What is it?”

      “You’ll have to forgive me. I was taken aback that you’ve decided to talk to me again,” I drawl. “Have you decided to ignore that I killed a man?”

      She frowns, her attention shifting back to the piece in her hand again. “I don’t see how I can ignore that. Or forget it,” she says after a long moment. “But I also have to realize the rules in your world are different—and they probably have to be. Handling a traitor swiftly means the difference between life and death for the many, and as captain you have to weigh the costs. Not to mention loyalty is everything. In that, I don’t think we’re very different,” she murmurs.

      Is she thinking of Drake’s revelation about Deion? How he left her in my “tender” care for his own agenda?

      I would never hurt a woman, but my brother doesn’t know that…probably doesn’t care. Not when it comes to his own ends being met. If he’d sacrifice his own flesh and blood to achieve his goals, Deion damn sure wouldn’t have a problem throwing a fiancée out there like chum to sharks. Not if it was to his gain.

      The need to tell her exactly who she’d been on the verge of marrying dances a jig on the end of my tongue. But hurting her—even if it’s with the truth—is abhorrent to me.

      “Oh, we’re different, pet,” I assure her. “And when you return to your ivory tower, this will all seem like a nightmare. But one you’ll eventually get over and forget.” Her frown deepens, but I walk over to her and remove the shard from her hand. “The Iron Nymph is a pirate ship,” I explain before she can reply to my previous statement. I don’t want to hear her agree with me. Or worse, contradict me. “And a pretty famous one. It was known for attacking any ship carrying wealth, regardless of the country. English, Spanish, Japanese, Dutch. The Iron Nymph’s allegiance was to itself, and its crew was feared on the high seas. And suddenly, it just disappeared. No one ever heard from it or saw it again. But according to my family’s lore, it’s the ship where the Emerald Lady was last rumored to be seen.”

      “So this is an honest-to-God treasure hunt,” she murmurs. “You’re searching for your family heirloom so you can retake control from your brother. And the rest of your crew is in pursuit of the rest of these pirates’ riches that’s supposedly on the ship.”

      “Sorry we stripped the romance from it all, Niall,” I drawl. “Have we disappointed you?”

      She studies me for several long seconds, and I have the strangest urge to glance away from her, to avoid that dark stare. But that’s bullshit. I stopped apologizing or feeling shame for any of my actions the moment my family turned their backs on me and put me out on the street. The first time I had to steal just so I wouldn’t pass out from hunger. Again.

      Niall wouldn’t know one fucking thing about that.

      “You look like you really want me to say yes, Zaid. So I’m sorry that I’m going to disappoint you.”

      She’s right. I do want her to say yes. I do want her to pass judgment on me, on us, my crew, my family, so I can draw one more line between us. So I can fuck her, then find one more reason to walk away at the end of this. So I can convince myself it’s going to be so damn easy to do.

      “Are you hungry?” I cross my arms. “I can grab you some food from the galley before I go.”

      “Go?” she asks, setting the shard back on the desk. “Go where? I didn’t think they were having a party up on deck.”

      “They’re not.” Even though we found another clue, no one felt like celebrating. Not after Drake’s betrayal. That one stung deep. “I’m headed down to the crew cabins to get my hair braided. Do you need food before I leave?”

      She doesn’t answer me about dinner but scowls, her fists jamming on her hips and drawing my shirt higher up her thighs. I drag my gaze from the temptation of all that skin and toned muscle and meet the simmering fire in her eyes.

      “What’s the problem?”

      “You’re going to another woman’s cabin and letting her braid your hair?”

      I cock my head. What am I missing? Because I just said that very same thing. Before I can ask that, she shakes her head and pushes past me, striding to the bathroom.

      “Sit down,” she orders, pointing toward the bed. “I’ll do your hair.” She disappears in the bathroom. When she emerges seconds later with a comb and brush in hand and I’m still standing in the same place, she shoos me toward the bed. “Go ahead. I got this.”

      She doesn’t wait for me but walks over and sinks on the mattress, those thick thighs spread in invitation.

      What the hell is happening here? If I didn’t know any better, I’d think she was jealous of another woman braiding my hair…

      No, that’s ridiculous. Niall doesn’t even like me. Does she want to sit on my dick? Yeah, definitely. But wanting to fuck me doesn’t translate to being jealous of another woman’s fingers in my hair. Of another woman touching me. Or me…touching her.

      I frown.

      “Are you going to stand there all night?” She pats her leg. “C’mon. Unless”—she tilts her head—“you don’t trust me with all that pretty hair. Are you a prima donna underneath that badass pirate captain exterior, Zaid?”

      “You just challenged and insulted me. I don’t know whether to be offended or impressed,” I mutter. But I do walk over and lower to the floor in front of her, settling my shoulders between her thighs.

      I close my eyes, inhaling her fresh cedarwood and cream musk that’s thicker, headier here between her legs. A shudder runs through me as she runs her fingers through my hair, her nails over my scalp. I’ve had women do this for me countless times, but it’s never felt this good. This…different.

      I’ve never wanted to grasp a woman’s wrist, turn it toward me, and place my lips to the inside right over her pulse. That need should have me shooting up from this floor and hitting the door. But instead, I lean back deeper into the natural vee of her thighs.

      I’m fucking myself. And there’s not even a peg involved.

      She runs the comb through my hair, gently untangling the strands. Tension slowly ebbs from my muscles, my limbs. There’s magic in her fingers, and she’s working them on me. My mind clears and my body relaxes. Five years. I haven’t let my guard down in five long years—in my world, I can’t. Vulnerability means weakness. It means death.

      I can’t dwell on what it means that I allow myself to have this with her.

      That I…trust her enough to have this.

      Niall tilts my head to the side, parts my hair, and begins to braid. With a sigh, I sink further into her, and with my eyes closed, enjoy this…peace. She gives me peace. With her fingers moving over my scalp, her legs pressed around me, and her scent a sweet tease, she’s my haven.

      “Can I ask you a question? And you don’t have to answer it if you don’t want to. Especially if it causes you pain.”

      I tilt my head back, meet her eyes. But she pushes me back into position so she can continue braiding. “Ask it,” I tell her even though my chest seizes up as if in warning.

      “What happened with Deion? With your family? How did you become…” She waves a hand, encompassing my cabin.

      How did I become an outcast.

      A criminal.

      Captain of The Bone Heart.

      A pirate.

      “I’m sorry, Zaid,” she murmurs, her hands pausing in my hair. “I should mind my own business. You don’t have to answer—”

      “No, you’re good,” I say, realizing she took my silence as a rejection. “Are you sure you want to know, Niall? It involves the man you were about to marry.”

      The man she loves. For some reason I can’t say that aloud. Even thinking it has acid eating away at me.

      A beat. “I’m sure.”

      I inhale a deep breath, then release it, going back to a time that I consciously avoid thinking about. A time that forever changed me from the man I was into the terror I am now.

      “As progressive as Ito International is, we’re also that traditional. At least the Ito family is. From the time I was old enough to understand primogeniture, I knew I’d inherit and lead Ito International. It was my right and responsibility as the firstborn son, and I welcomed it. I was proud to be Go Ito’s oldest son. Honored to sit at his right hand and learn directly from him how to one day lead the company that has been in our family for generations. Privileged to be the recipient of his traditions that defined our family and bound our alliances. My identity was him, was Ito. And I wouldn’t have it any other way. I didn’t know any other way.”

      I fell silent, lost in the past. They’d been innocent days, and I’d been so fucking young. Even in my late twenties, early thirties, I’d been young. But betrayal, hate, and hunger will grow your ass up real quick.

      “One day my father called me into his office. But he wasn’t alone. My grandfather and brother were there along with Ren and Akio Sato from STO Freight, not just business partners but a family alliance for centuries. Apparently, when we had dined with the Sato family the week before, a servant had witnessed me stealing a sacred heirloom from their home. I had dishonored the Ito name, the family, and by denying my crime and not returning the heirloom, I destroyed a valued and centuries-old relationship. My father, my mentor, the man I most admired, refused to look at me. And he wouldn’t allow my mother to even acknowledge me. From that moment, I was stripped of my family, my home, my birthright, everything that I was. Everyone was ordered to look through me as if I didn’t exist. And they did. Do you have any idea how it feels to have the woman who birthed you stare at you like you’re air? Like she only had one son? Let me tell you, Niall. It feels like shit.”

      Red-hot pain rakes me across the chest, and I glance down, expecting to see bloody furrows marring my flesh. My fists curl against the agony that, in this moment, is as fresh as it was five years ago.

      “Who stole the heirloom?” she whispers.

      I stiffen, my pulse a cannon in my veins, in my head. “How do you know I didn’t steal it? I just told you a servant witnessed me take it.”

      She snorts. “Please. That’s bullshit if I ever heard it.”

      “But I’m a criminal. You said so yourself.”

      Gripping my hair, she tugs my head back and scowls down at me. “You’re trying a little too hard to convince me. You’re a lot of things, Zaid Ito. A kidnapper. A pirate. Yes, a criminal and even a motherfucker. But a common thief? No. That’s beneath you. There’s nothing common about you. So just tell me. Who really stole it?”

      A warmth steals through me, and my soul shrinks from it. It’s dangerous and unwise to hold my hands out to that warmth, to cuddle up to it. Because it can be snuffed out in a second.

      “Deion.” Behind me, she freezes. And I loose a laugh that cracks in the air. “You don’t believe me.”

      Of course she doesn’t. That’s her fiancé.

      “No,” she says slowly, running the comb through my hair and parting another section. “I believe you. How did you find out?”

      I’m losing count of the number of times Niall has managed to surprise me. But she does it again. And it leads to questions of my own. Like why the fuck would she marry a man she could imagine setting up his own brother?

      “Oh, he couldn’t wait to tell me. Like I said, my father turned me out onto the street. I had nothing because someone who isn’t born doesn’t own a fucking thing—including his name. But Zaid found me and told me everything he did. Paid the servant to steal the heirloom and turn it over to him and accuse me. Poisoned my father against me. Claimed the birthright he’d always secretly coveted and hated me for. Deion was behind it all.”

      “I remember when I was younger,” she says, voice a low, throaty whisper, “the one thing I wished for was that my parents had given me a sibling before they died. Someone who would be my best friend because they didn’t have a choice.” She huffs out a soft, dry chuckle. “Someone who would be in the trenches with me and understand my life, my world when no one else did. Someone who would always have my back. That was my heart’s desire. People who aren’t only children don’t understand the gift they have. Don’t get the loneliness. Deion had that and selfishly squandered it. He threw it away over greed and envy.” She blows out a heavy breath. “That’s incredibly…sad.”

      “Sad isn’t the word I would use.”

      “No,” she agrees, brushing the backs of her fingers down my scarred jaw, “I don’t suppose you would.” She pauses. “Your brother was my first relationship since Caleb. I considered him safe. Caleb,” she sighs, “my love for him consumed me, and when I lost him, I lost myself, too. Deion didn’t stir that level of emotion in me. Yes, I liked him, respected him, admired him as a businessman, but if our relationship ended, I wouldn’t be left adrift or devastated.”

      Everything in me stills as she speaks. I’m on high alert, clinging to every word, even holding on to the pauses in between. She didn’t—doesn’t—love Deion? What kind of life was she signing herself up for?

      “I want to defend Deion and say he’s not capable of trying to ruin your life. But if I’m honest…” She resumes braiding my hair but when she continues, her voice is lower, as if she’s embarrassed. Ashamed. “I saw signs. A coldness. A need for control. One time, I couldn’t attend an Ito-funded social function with him because the date fell on my grandfather’s birthday. I refused to leave my grandmother alone, and I thought he would’ve understood. But he didn’t. He was angry and refused to speak to me or even acknowledge my existence for a week. At the time, it annoyed me, but I brushed it off as him being disappointed and, well, spoiled. But nothing to break off our engagement over. Still, inconsideration and selfishness like that doesn’t go away. And after we married…” Her fingers tighten on my hair, and I curl mine into my palm. “Do you know my grandmother asked me just minutes before I walked down the aisle if I was sure Deion was the man I should be pledging the rest of my life to? I said yes then but now… Now I’m thinking I’ve only met his representative, never the real person beneath the reserve. And that real man might scare me.”

      I remain silent, unable to tell her she’s wrong. There’s still that part of me that feels like this isn’t my place, that my input would come with an agenda. And that agenda is her.

      A moment later, she smooths a hand down my hair, threading her fingers through it. “How did my grandfather help you?”

      For the first time this evening, a smile curves my mouth. Leaning my head back, I meet her gaze.

      “Your grandfather, pet? He’s the shit.”

      She returns my smile, and it reaches her dark brown eyes, lighting them up with a love that cracks open my rib cage, reaches in, and tries to jump-start a heart my family’s betrayal atrophied.

      “Tell me something I don’t know. Now”—she playfully mushes my head back down and continues with my hair—“give me the story.”

      “I’d been on the streets for a month before he heard what happened all the way in Boston, sent someone out to London to search for and eventually find me. Crown Shipping and Ito International had enjoyed a good business relationship in the past, but Marcell didn’t care about business. If I’d allowed it, he would’ve taken me back to Boston with him, but I couldn’t let him do that. Couldn’t let him jeopardize Crown Shipping over me. So he did the next best thing. He got me off the street, fed me. Then he gave me a ship and a stake to get started, and that’s how I became the captain of The Bone Heart. And I make sure to reimburse Marcell with a percentage from everything I make because I wouldn’t be who or where I am without him.”

      “Are you saying my grandfather benefits from illegal gains?” She pops me on the shoulder with the comb. “That’s not possible.”

      I snicker. “Why? I don’t get your contempt for pirates or my family’s disdain for that matter. It’s hypocrisy considering our ancestors were wokou. Hell, I’m just following family tradition.” I shake my head. “But seriously, I don’t know if Marcell ever did anything with the money I sent him. I deposited the funds in an account under his name through a shell corporation so the money trail couldn’t be tracked back to me. After all he’d done for me, I didn’t want him to get in legal trouble or for his reputation to be tainted by association with me.”

      “If I know my grandfather—and I did. Better than anyone next to my grandmother—if he considered you a friend, he wouldn’t care about his reputation being tainted. He was that kind of man,” she whispers.

      “Yeah, he was.”

      The “was” sits between us like an unwanted intruder. One she’s too scared to acknowledge, isn’t strong enough to kick out of the room.

      “Marcell entered the Regatta two years ago. What would’ve happened if he’d been able to bring Caleb back? Do you think you would’ve still been in love with him? Or would you have continued to see Deion?”

      She doesn’t immediately answer but finishes the last cornrow and coils the black rubber band around the end. Her hands smooth over my bare shoulders, tracing the tattoo of the grim reaper there.

      “If he returned as the man who died two years earlier, I would love to say yes. But am I the woman he left behind? No. I’ve changed, and I don’t know if that woman would be content with Caleb. Or if Caleb would be comfortable with me. Would I still love him? Yes, because he was a good man. But would I still be in love with him, consumed with him? I don’t know. And that rips me apart inside. Because my grandfather might have sacrificed himself for a love that had been real but may not have survived the test of time.”

      “Marcell didn’t enter the Regatta because of your love for Caleb. He did it because of his love for you. So it wouldn’t have been a waste.”

      Her fingers clench on my shoulders, fingernails briefly digging in before relaxing.

      “Thank you for that,” she whispers. Then, after a long pause, “What will you do if you find the Emerald Lady?”

      I consider lying to her. But why? I’ve never shielded who I am to her.

      Turning around, I rise to my knees and wedge myself between her thighs, flattening my palms on the mattress outside her hips. Bowing my head, I rub the bridge of my nose along hers, and my mouth hovers just above hers.

      “If I find the Emerald Lady, I’m going to bring her home to my family where she belongs. Restore my place that was stolen from me. But first…” I press my lips closer so they brush against hers as I speak and she can taste my words even as she hears them. “I’m going to kill my brother.”

      I kiss her. Slide my tongue deep into her mouth. Swallow her gasp. Accept her shock.

      And finally claim her surrender.

      I’ve never been much of a kisser—it’s perfunctory. Something to get out the way because women seem to expect it, not because it’s an act I particularly like. But with Niall…

      It’s better than some of the best sex I’ve ever had.

      It’s a religious experience, and I don’t even believe in God. But her tongue tangling with mine might make me a convert.

      Lifting a hand, I thrust my fingers in those thick, coarse silk curls; I fist them and hold her head steady for this mouth fucking. And on some level, after my blunt announcement, I expect her to resist me, to push me away in horror or disgust. But Niall, like I said, is constantly surprising me. Gripping the back of my neck, she opens her lips wider to me, offering me more of her, meeting me twist for twist, lick for lick, suck for suck. This is our battleground and neither one of us plans to ceasefire. Neither one of us will give any ground.

      And both of us will be the victors.

      The tip of her tongue trails over the roof of my mouth, and holy shit. It’s like a trail of pure fire right up my cock and over the tip. I grind my hips against the edge of the bunk, and the pressure offers some relief. But just some. Only one thing will grant me true release from this torture.

      Her. That pussy. And being balls deep in it.

      But first…

      I plunge between her lips again. And again. Unable to get enough of her taste, that fresh, earthiness that’s hers and hers alone. I rub my tongue over hers, drawing on it, wanting to live off that flavor if I can. And yeah, I’m ready to test the theory.

      On a growl, I tug her head back and glare down at her hooded eyes, damp and swollen lips.

      “I just admitted that I plan on killing my brother. Your fucking fiancé. And your response is to kiss me.”

      “Actually, your response was to kiss me. But yes, I heard you.”

      “And it doesn’t bother you? When did you become me?” I snipe.

      She tilts her head, narrowing her eyes on me. “Do you want me to try to convince you to not murder Deion? Would that change your mind at all?”

      “No,” I grind out. It’d only piss me off. It’d only remind me that she still might go back to that bastard and marry him despite her confession to me tonight.

      “Then what’s your real problem?” Not waiting for my answer, she shakes her head. “My grandfather made the decision to search for then come for you. That means he saw something in you worth saving. He was the best judge of character, and I’m trusting him.” She taps the scar that runs through my beard. The very first of many that I received after my father threw me out. “I’m not naive or arrogant enough to assume I know the many facets of your relationship with Deion. Or even to know him as well as you do. But I do believe when it comes time to kill him, it might not be as easy as you think. After all, you had the perfect opportunity to do that days ago. And you didn’t.”

      “I had my reasons,” I snap. “You said you weren’t going to convince me to spare his life, and yet here you are, trying to do just that. Is that what this”—I lift a hand and circle a stiffened nipple over her shirt—“is about? Are you using this tight little body to buy a lease on life for your fiancé?”

      Me and guilt parted ways a long time ago. Difference of opinion. But for the first time in years, it opens the door and makes an untimely and unwanted appearance.

      That was low, even for me. But I don’t rescind it. Because there’s a small, disgustingly weak part of me that wants to know. Needs to hear her answer. Needs to hear her deny it.

      Needs to hear that Niall wants me more than my brother.

      I never claimed I wasn’t sick.

      She studies me, her hands falling away from my neck to her lap. I stare at those long, elegant fingers for several ridiculous seconds before returning my gaze to her. And it’s because of the tight kernel lodged in my chest.

      Shit.

      When did I become afraid of this woman?

      “Maybe I should be asking you that question?” she murmurs. “Is that what this”—she draws a long fingertip from under my navel, down until it bumps against the head of my cock, and leaves it resting there—“is about? One of the first things you told me was you didn’t want your brother’s sloppy seconds. Now you do. Is fucking me your way of getting back at him? Who’s using who, Zaid?”

      We stare at each other, our silence an indictment.

      Here’s where I should get up, walk away, let her continue thinking that. It’s safer. Hell, Deion probably already believes I’ve fucked her, so chances are he won’t marry her. Or if he does to save face, he won’t touch her again. That hadn’t been my original plan when I took her but hey, if that’s a side effect, I’m not mad at it.

      So I can leave, go find somewhere else to get my dick wet.

      But I don’t want just “somewhere.”

      I want…no, fucking crave Niall.

      And I’m through trying to analyze the whys of it. I don’t give a fuck. It just is.

      I stand and lean down, flattening my palms on the bed behind her, forcing her to go down on her elbows.

      “Am I using you? Maybe. Using you to get back at my brother? Could be. Using you to get off? Absolutely. Using you to finally feel something other than rage and a need to destroy everything in my fucking path? Maybe. One thing I do know, Niall Hudson.” I dip my head, drag my nose up her throat, inhaling that scent that will be imprinted on my senses, my goddamn soul long after she’s left me. “I’ve had my fingers buried inside your pussy, and there was definitely truth in advertising. There’s nothing sloppy about her. Tight, sweet as sugar, and utterly perfect. And I don’t give a shit that Deion’s fucked you first. He’s your past. And even if you go back to him, we both know you’ll never forget me. Or my dick.”

      I add that last part because I almost got too personal, too intimate. I almost revealed too much. Because I have the sneaking suspicion it’s me who will be the one never forgetting. And I could really resent her for that.

      Won’t stop me from fucking her though.

      “You’re half right.”

      My mouth hovers just above hers. “What?”

      “You’re half right. There’s nothing sloppy about me and chances are good I’ll never forget you.” Without removing her gaze from me, she taps my cockhead. “But Deion hasn’t fucked me first. He hasn’t fucked me at all.”

      A wave of searing heat crashes over me, and I stare down at her. I wasn’t lying; I don’t care if she’d been with Deion. But if she’s saying she hasn’t...they haven’t…

      Dropping back to my knees, I shove her heels to the edge of the bed, palm her inner thighs, and spread her wide.

      “Zaid—”

      “Shut up, Niall,” I growl.

      Then I bury my face in her soaking-wet pussy.

      “Oh my God.”

      Her hand pushes at my head, but I smack it away.

      “Get that out of here,” I snarl against her clit and resume sucking on it like the juiciest piece of fruit.

      That’s what she is to me.

      The most succulent, delicious dessert I’ve ever eaten, and if I never have her on my tongue again, I’ll wake up with her taste filling my mouth. I gorge myself on her now because tomorrow isn’t promised. I purse my lips over that engorged, sensitive nub of flesh, sucking it, giving her no mercy, flicking it, taking brutal gratification in the steady stream of cries tearing from her throat.

      Throwing an arm over her wildly writhing hips, I hold her down and dip my head, stroking a path through her swollen, dripping-wet folds, lapping up every drop that I accept as my due. Evidence that she craves me just as much as I hunger for her.

      “Zaid, please,” she begs, and it sounds so fucking pretty, I reward her with a luxurious swirl around her clit. Her moan is a sweet ache that I feel in my balls. “Zaid.” She claws at the covers, her head thrown back, elegant neck arched, back bowed. It’s as if she’s caught up in a fever, and I can’t take my eyes off her. This kind of beauty… It’s earthy. Holy. Breathtaking. “Please.”

      “Here.” I pick up one of those delicate, pretty hands and place it between her legs on that lovely swollen pussy. “Show me what you got. Be my good girl. You want to be my good girl, don’t you, pet?” I murmur, placing an almost chaste kiss directly over her opening.

      Her lashes flutter, lift, and her dark brown eyes, hazy with the pleasure her body’s undulating and twisting with, meet mine. I can glimpse the fight in that gaze. I also see the capitulation.

      “Yes,” she rasps.

      “Yes, what?” I push. “Tell me, pet. Yes, what?”

      “I want—” She swallows, a shiver working through her body, those thick, powerful thighs trembling. “I want to be your good girl.”

      “Yeah, you do,” I growl. “So touch yourself. Fuck that clit, while I eat this pussy.”

      She doesn’t hesitate to follow my order, and those slim fingers get dirty for me, circling and pressing on that distended nub that’s peeking from between her folds. And the sight has hunger pains stabbing my gut.

      So I feast.

      Lowering my head, I stab my tongue inside her pussy. More of that addictive wet spills into my mouth, and I lap it up like the insatiable creature that I am. Cocking my head, I lick, stroking as deep as I can get. Those slick walls of hers grasp at me, fluttering as if attempting to draw me farther inside. And fuck, if I could crawl up into her, I would.

      I pull back, thrusting my fingers into her core, and my eyes nearly roll to the back of my head at the feel of her. Tight. Smooth. Hot as hell and perfect as the heaven I don’t believe in. Twisting my wrist, I corkscrew my fingers, fucking her high and deep. Her hips shoot up from the bed, her own fingers moving faster and faster over her flesh.

      “That’s it, pet. That’s it.” With a hum of pleasure, I join her, adding my tongue to the action on her clit. It’s a wet, tangled mess that has her body jolting and my cock throbbing.

      Fuck, I’m veering right on the edge of coming just from having her pussy shrink-wrapped around my fingers and eating her out.

      And I’m good with it.

      “C’mon and give it to me,” I order, plunging in and out of her so hard my knuckles bump up against her folds. “Don’t hold back with me, pet.”

      With a groan that seems to emanate from her soul, she presses her head deep into the mattress, those gorgeous curls spread over my covers like bronze fire. Her body arches so tight, I’m almost afraid one touch will shatter that beautiful frame.

      No, I’m lying.

      I want to see her break.

      I want to do the breaking.

      Enthralled, I watch her. See the moment pleasure cracks her right down the middle. Feel her pussy clamp down on my fingers in a stranglehold that would make a pit fighter envious. Lust beats at me with relentless bloody fists, and as her fingers fall away from her sex, I slide mine free as well, slipping them between my lips to suck away every last trace of her.

      I groan, and it requires every ounce of self-control not to dive back between her legs. Only one thing keeps me from doing just that.

      Rising to my feet, I step back from her, swiping a hand across my mouth and beard. And then, because I can, I lick the palm. Her eyes, still on me, flashes with lambent heat.

      “Do I taste that good to you?” she asks, voice a hoarse mess from all the crying she did.

      “Better.” I lean back over her, lifting one knee to the bed. “You want to see?”

      “Yes.”

      I cover her mouth with mine, pushing my tongue between her lips, giving her back herself. And of course, Niall being Niall, she doesn’t shy away. She takes it all, sucking on me, then cradling my head, tipping my chin back so she can lick my beard, catching all the remnants of her cream.

      Fuck.

      This woman.

      With one last hard kiss, I jackknife from the bed and strip my sweatpants off. Impatience streams through me along with a searing need.

      Need.

      I swallow a ragged huff of laughter. That’s such an anemic way of describing the scrabbling, tearing, merciless greed digging its claws into me. Sex has always been…sex. Good sex. Great sex. Even fucking good sex. But this… Shit. This is next level. I haven’t even been inside her and it’s an existential goddamn crisis.

      “Take the shirt off.” I wrap my hand around my cock, squeezing, attempting to stem the orgasm that’s already trying to shove its way up from my balls. “Let me see all of you.”

      “God, you’re beautiful,” she breathes, not moving, still reclining on her elbows, staring at me.

      And heat that has nothing to do with desire spreads under my skin. It’s pleasure but not born of lust. The closest I can describe is embarrassment or a coyness, but I can’t say for certain since I’ve never experienced either. Humiliation, yes, but this isn’t that. The, the…reverence, the awe in her voice that’s akin to when she saw in the underwater cave for the first time—that’s what’s in her tone. But how when she’s talking about me? Looking at me?

      It doesn’t make sense.

      This constriction around my chest, my heart, makes even less sense.

      So I ignore it.

      “What’d I say, pet? Take that fucking shirt off.” My tone is gentle. My words aren’t.

      Finally, she sits up, working her fingers over the buttons, but that dark gaze doesn’t move from me. And I almost tell her to look away.

      Almost.

      Because as uncomfortable as it makes me, I like those beautiful eyes on me.

      I…love how she looks at me.

      And fuck no, I’m not examining why. Not now. Maybe not ever.

      She shrugs free of the shirt and tosses it to the floor. And goddamn. She called me beautiful? Last night, the cabin was dark, and I couldn’t take in all the details of her. Like the delicate spray of freckles across her breasts. Or the branching of stretch marks across her upper thighs and hips. Or the almost dainty arch of her foot.

      Or the gorgeous tattoo of a shipwreck that covers the left side of her ribs and disappears behind her back.

      Her curvaceous, thick body is art.

      And all I want to do is worship it.

      “What do you want from me?” I ask, stepping close to the bed, pumping my cock. Goddamn, I’m so close to blowing. I might not even last two seconds after getting inside her. It’s a very real possibility. “Tell me what we’re doing, pet. Am I coming in you raw? You need me to cover up? What do you need?” Her chest rises and falls and the tips of her teeth sink into her bottom lip as she watches me fuck my fist. “Niall.” I harden my voice, snatching her attention from my dick. “Talk to me.”

      “I have the implant,” she says, referring to the birth control chip that suppresses ovulation. Relief pours through me, and no, I’m not ashamed to admit my knees go a little weak. Her hands sweep down over her belly, flutter over her clit, and slide between her pussy lips. Hips arching into her touch, she moans. “I don’t want anything between us. Please, Zaid.” Planting her feet on the mattress, she spreads her legs wide in invitation.

      An invitation there’s no way in hell I can deny.

      One I don’t want to.

      I climb onto the bed, in between her thighs, mine spreading hers even wider. I keep moving forward until the lower curves of her ass rest on my legs. After reaching toward the top of the bed, I grab a pillow and tuck it under her head. Then I circle her wrists, lift her arms, and press her palms to the wall. Silently, I order her to leave them there. She dips her chin in a small nod, and I sweep my hands down, over her breasts, thumbing her nipples, pinching them before continuing down to grasp her hips. She squirms, impatience and need practically pulsing from her.

      I’m just as eager, just as excited. And yet, instead of burying myself inside her, I glide my cock through her swollen, soaked lips, the tip nudging her clit. It’s damn near sensory overload, watching my flesh push through those folds, getting covered in all that slickness, and feeling the velvet slide of it, too.

      “Baby,” she whimpers.

      The endearment—the first any lover has ever called me—sends a jolt through me.

      I’m stunned.

      I’m awed.

      I’m feral.

      Cupping her generous, firm ass, I plunge inside her.

      And then I’m burning.

      Her scream bounces off the walls of the cabin, echoes in my ears, my chest.

      It unleashes the barely tethered animal inside me. Her pussy was snug around my fingers, but it’s almost too tight around my dick, and pulling free, those muscles sucking at me like a greedy mouth, almost sends me careening over the edge.

      I fall forward, slamming my palms against the wall and snapping my hips forward. All that liquid heat. She’s pulling me in, and I clench my jaw, grinding the base of my cock against that pretty, pink clit peeking out from her folds.

      “Zaid,” she whines. “Baby, please.”

      That endearment again. It sets me off along with her hand pressing against my lower abdomen, as if she’s trying to back away from this, away from me. I slap that hand away.

      “I told you about that,” I warn, stroking my hand up her belly, up the smooth, soft skin between her breasts, up to her throat. My fingers close around the slender column. Not enough to shut off her air. Just firm enough so she knows I’m there. That she’s mine. That I’m everywhere. “You running away from me, pet?” I murmur.

      She gasps, arching up into my palm. Her other hand lowers from the wall above her to circle around my wrist, but not to jerk mine away from her throat. No, to press it closer. A growl rumbles out of me and lust shoots higher, hotter through me. I pull free of her pussy’s clasp once more, then slam inside again. Grinding. Hard. If possible, it’s like her body opens a little more for me, and I sink deeper. Fuck. If I could use her whole body, every fucking organ, I would. That’s how much I want to own, stamp, brand every goddamn inch of her.

      “You still going to run, pet?” I ask again, pistoning in a demanding, driving rhythm. I lean harder into the wall, elbows bent, crouching over her, hiking her thighs higher onto mine. “Where you going?”

      A sob erupts from her, and she slaps her palms against my shoulders, my chest. “No,” she rasps. “Fuck me,” she demands, arching tighter into my grip on her neck. “Fuckmefuckmefuckme.”

      It’s a chant. A litany.

      A prayer.

      I answer that prayer. And she grants my wish. To lose myself in her. I double over, closing my mouth over hers, begging for and taking her kiss as the orgasm that I’ve been holding bears down on me. Gritting my teeth, I release her throat, skim my hand down between us, and rub her clit even as I tilt her hip and rock inside her at an angle guaranteed to hit that place deep inside her. Again and again, I rub and stroke. Rub and stroke. Until with a sharp cry and broken sob, Niall stiffens beneath me, her legs locking around my hips. Her pussy clamps down on my cock so hard, I might not emerge without bruises.

      That tight-as-fuck embrace snaps the fragments of control I had left.

      Sliding an arm under her knee, I raise her leg high, pressing her thigh back to her chest, opening her even more, and I pound into that sweet pussy like it’s about to disappear. I don’t hold back, and her cries… For the first time in more years than I can count, I pray that they’re pleasure because I can’t stop. I can’t slow down. I can’t until pleasure nails me and I’m exploding, cum pouring into her in a seemingly endless stream.

      Just as my thrusts slow, her pussy locks down on me once more, quivering as she comes again. Lowering my head, I kiss her, lazily stroking her through the second release, giving her every measure of it. Her nails dig into my shoulders as she clings to me, and I grunt at the tiny bite of pain.

      It’s good. It’s so fucking good.

      And I’m so fucked.
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      “Atlantis.” I huff out a breath, pinching the bridge of my nose as I stare at the wide expanse of ocean before me. “We’re headed to Atlantis. And shit, I can’t believe I’m actually saying that.”

      “That’s where the next clue seems to be leading us. And it makes sense. A pirate sea shanty should eventually lead us to the epicenter of the pirate world,” Rurik muses, arms crossed over his massive chest.

      “Journey to the corsairs’ slum; And hoist for me a bottle of rum. Sidhe holds the treasure, the wicked piece; We shall rise again, our sorrows ceased,” I murmur more to myself than Rurik.

      Or to Zaid, who stands behind the helm, steering the ship.

      Not that we have done much talking since last night. It’s been a long time since anything has been able to make me blush. But just thoughts of how we spent the long hours before the sun rose are enough to have heat blooming under my skin. It’s not just what he did to my body, the pleasure he elicited from it… It’s how I reacted to him. The things I did.

      I became this carnal creature I didn’t recognize and that I’m not freaked out by that freaks me out. The things I said. Like saying I was his good girl. Oh God.

      Or the admissions I made about Deion.

      And the ones I didn’t voice but have started to admit to myself. The doubts, the uncertainty.

      Maybe it would be less confusing if Zaid didn’t look through or watch me as if I’m some unstable bomb he isn’t sure how to handle but expects to trigger and explode, taking him out at any second.

      Not exactly the aftercare a woman needs.

      I’m caught between wanting to cuddle up against his chest and ask him to hold me. And punching him in his nuts.

      This is why I choose to either have sex or feelings. But never both together. Not since Caleb.

      “Corsairs is another term for pirates,” Rurik says, squinting in thought. “And while Atlantis isn’t a slum, it used to be rough as fuck. But since Remel has been in control, it’s been better. The only place I know of that has rum and Sidhe in common is The Siren’s Call, a bar owned by Seiko, a half elf on Atlantis. If the shanty specifically mentions her—or considering how old it is, a member of her family, since The Siren’s Call has been in her family for generations—then she might have the third clue. Or be able to tell us what the ‘wicked piece’ is.”

      “You know, Odin, if you ever decided to go legit, you’d make a great detective.”

      He snorts. “Why not just call me a motherfucker then, Niall?”

      I laugh. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to insult you.”

      Unable to help myself, I glance over at Zaid, and he’s looking at me. My breath snags in my lungs, and I swallow. His golden eyes dip to my neck, and I curl my fingers into my palms to keep them from flitting up to brush my throat. It doesn’t require much imagination on my part to feel his hand there again. Feel the hot brand of his possessive touch.

      I drag my gaze away from him and meet Rurik’s ice-blue scrutiny. He arches an eyebrow, sliding a glance to Zaid, then back at me. I ignore the question there and return his arched brow. The corner of his mouth quirks, and he shrugs a shoulder.

      “Atlantis,” I say again, bringing the topic back to the most important thing—the pirate haven that is apparently our next stop. “How long is it going to take us to get there?”

      I mean, if the Shetland Islands required a half a day and the Faroe Islands nearly a day, I can just imagine how long a mysterious, until now mythical location will take to reach. Probably a week, if not more—

      “Minutes.”

      I whip around to face Zaid, not sure if I’m more surprised at his answer or that he’s actually speaking to me.

      “I’m sorry.” I tilt my head, frowning. “Minutes?” When neither of them says anything to correct me, I nod and drawl, “Of course it is. Why wouldn’t it be?”

      I swear, it’s only been four days, but it feels like four years, and if I look out across the ocean, I can just spot the wave that carried out my last school of fucks. I mean, I’m on a treasure hunt, have been in an honest-to-God underwater cave, have fucked a pirate, have possibly become single, and am now accepting Atlantis exists.

      The shark has officially been jumped.

      “Okay, how do we get there?” I ask. Zaid and Rurik eye me, bodies tense, as if waiting for me to make a break for the ship’s railing. I huff out a sharp crack of laughter. “Oh, no. You have succeeded in breaking me. I am a believer,” I pledge, holding up my hands, palms out.

      I don’t understand the wry smile that curves Zaid’s mouth or Rurik’s dry chuckle, but whatever. Sometimes these two are chatty as hell and others they’re as enigmatic as, well…a sea shanty.

      Zaid abandons the helm and crosses the short distance to us, reaching into the pocket of his pants. When he pulls his hand free, several old coins that appear to be made of gold and iron sit on his palm. On closer inspection, odd runes are etched into their surface. I lift my hand to trace one, but at the last second, pull my arm back, lowering it to my side. I’m not sure, but a curious hum emanates from them, and I frown up at Zaid. Does he feel it? Am I imagining that?

      “What are those?”

      “Pieces of eight,” he explains. “They’re the keys to Atlantis.”

      “Keys,” I repeat, not bothering to hide my skepticism. “That’s all you need to get access?”

      That curve of his mouth deepens. “And faith. Belief that it exists.”

      “That simple?”

      “That simple.” Zaid tips his chin at Rurik. “Take the helm.”

      Then he strides across the deck and over to the bow, and unable to help myself, I follow. Once at the railing, he returns all but one coin to his pocket. Then he presses the closed fist with the coin to his chest. I don’t know what I’m watching, but I’m captivated. My pulse pounds in my ears, and without my permission, my feet carry me even closer to Zaid. With his gaze trained on the clear horizon, Zaid silently murmurs something to himself.

      It’s not often a person gets to witness magic. Not in our world of science and reason. And four days ago, I was very much a person of that world. But now… Now, I literally stand on the edge of another world.

      I’m trembling.

      In anxiety. Trepidation. In excitement.

      I’m…brand new.

      One moment, I stare at an endless ocean.

      In the next, I’m gaping at a thick bank of cloud separating like a stage curtain to reveal a huge island dotted with buildings, thick trees, and a dock filled with ships that resemble centuries-old sloops and brigantines to modern-day yachts like the one I almost got married on. And holy shit! Is that a castle?

      It’s as if we’ve sailed into some weird rip in space and time where all the realms and timelines have converged into one spot. But isn’t that how Zaid described Atlantis? A magical island that stands out of time and space and lies at the intersection of countless realms? It’s like the Switzerland UN of the intergalactic world. Well, if either Switzerland or the UN existed on a timeless plane. Or was magical.

      Okay, maybe that’s a bad example.

      And maybe I’m just stalling because I’m in Atlantis and my mind can’t handle it.

      “Oh my God,” I breathe.

      “Yeah, that was my first reaction, too,” Zaid says, humor in his voice.

      I glance at him, at his small smile, but quickly return my gaze to what should be an impossible sight before me.

      “It’s amazing.” I shake my head as a Dutch Fleut—a ship I’d only seen in the pictures of Grandad’s books—sails into this bay alongside us. Outcroppings of rocks and the remains of ships litter the entrance around us like a graveyard—or warning. “Holy shit,” I whisper. Because it bears repeating. “It’s like something from the old history vids. But not.”

      “Atlantis is something all its own,” Zaid says, and I don’t even question him being cryptic again. Not while I’m too busy taking in the most wondrous thing I’ve ever seen in my life. “I have to ask.” I point toward the huge circular building at the top of the island with four pillars surrounding it. “It that really a fucking castle?”

      His smile grows wider. “Yes, except here it’s called the court. It’s where the monarch of Atlantis, or its ruler, lives. Although, I don’t see what the big deal is.” He shrugs a wide shoulder. “We have castles in England.”

      I snort. “Well not in America. And excuse me while I freak out just a little bit over that.” Well, more than a little bit.

      He chuckles, and points toward the mouth of the bay we’re entering. “One thing neither of our birth countries have—mermaids. They’re not around today, but usually you can spot them out here.”

      I gape at him, and the little girl whose grandfather raised her on tales of those beautiful, mysterious beings silently squeals. “Shut. Up.”

      He laughs again, and I’m so blown away by the facts he’s dropping and fascinated by everything in front of me, I don’t even bother commenting on the fact that he’s now talking to me. Or that his aftercare routine sucks balls. Instead, I return to my gaping. We close in on the docks, and a group of people in black gather around a crew, and from the gesturing and angry expressions, they appear to be arguing. Finally, the crew members turn around and stomp back up the gangway to their ship, their faces tight with fury.

      “I wonder what that was about,” I murmur.

      “The ones in black are the monarch’s people. They’re responsible for meeting any new crews and their captains at the docks and questioning them about having sirens on board. If they do, the siren is captured and killed. They’re outlawed on Atlantis, and there’s a kill order placed on any that slip past the guard and enter.”

      “That sounds so fucked.” I frown, disgusted. “Why are they treated like that?”

      “Unfortunately, it’s the same sad truth that’s been around since the beginning of time and man. We fear what we don’t understand. And if we don’t understand it, we seek to control it. And if we can’t control it, we’ll destroy it. People are afraid of the sirens’ song because it makes them confront their desires. Your mouth can lie, but your body can’t. And when caught up in the aphrodisiac of the sirens’ song, people might not have to give in and act on their needs, but they damn sure have to face them. And a lot of people see that as a weakness. To them, that makes sirens dangerous and worthy of being outlawed if not executed.”

      “God, people can suck.”

      He huffs out a soft laugh. “Yeah, we definitely can.”

      Not long after, Rurik easily guides us to the dock, and Zaid holds up a hand to the guards in black below. They return the gesture.

      He turns on his heel, walking off. “We’re leaving the ship very shortly,” he throws over his shoulder. Back to being clipped, I see. “Get together whatever you need to spend the night on the island. We’re not coming back here until tomorrow.”

      Spending the night in Atlantis? Hell yes!

      I don’t waste time answering; I beat a path past him to the entrance leading down to the cabins. Minutes later, I have a change of underwear, his shirt that I used for pajamas, and the small leather pouch that I don’t go anywhere without. Not even to the altar. Inside are items, trinkets that’re only precious to me and Grandad. The funny-shaped seashell we found on the beach when I was five. The oval locket containing my parents’ pictures. The engagement ring Grandad gave Mama that I wanted to wear but Deion had preferred I wear the classic big solitaire he’d purchased. Another clue I ignored.

      Staring down at my finger and Deion’s ring, my chest constricts. Will I see either one of them again? I don’t know. And now, with that uncertainty hanging in the air like a suffocating fog, I clearly picture Mama’s disappointment when I chose to wear his ring. She’d tried to hide it, but I considered it such a small thing at the time. And it is. A small thing for Deion. If he really cared about my feelings, placed mine above his own, he wouldn’t have minded if I’d worn the symbol of my grandparents’ love. Unbidden, my thoughts drift to Zaid. He would’ve probably insisted I wear their ring.

      Before I can analyze my thoughts, I twist the double-digit carat diamond ring off and drop it into the pouch, then slide Grandad and Mama’s simple yet elegant onyx and pearl jewelry on my ring finger. Where it belongs.

      Slipping the pouch into my pants pocket, I stuff everything else into a bag I pinched from his armoire—hey, if he has a problem sharing, he should’ve kidnapped my wardrobe and accessories along with me—and slipping the strap over my head, before heading back up to the deck. Zaid waits for me there, and though his golden scrutiny lands on the bag, he doesn’t say anything about it. Smart man.

      “Here.” He hands me my dagger and thigh sheath.

      Joy at having both in my possession again bubbles inside my chest, and I grin my thanks at him. He blinks, then nods. It only takes me seconds to secure my weapon, and then I’m ready.

      We disembark, with Rurik, Rochelle, Khalil, Greer, Aleks, and Johan, another crew member, joining us. The noise from the dock immediately envelops us. People in all manner of dress, with a symphony of accents, surround our group, and I just want to stop and take everything in. But a petite, Black woman steps in our path, blocking us from going any farther.

      With a lean, wiry body, gorgeous dark-brown skin, and pretty pink curls that tumble to her shoulders, she shouldn’t appear threatening or intimidating. But she does. There’s an I’m-short-but-that-just-gives-me-easier-access-to-your-balls-and-throat vibe. And I believe it.

      Zaid jerks his chin up. “Brynn.”

      “Zaid.” Her sharp gaze roams over our group, pausing on me for several long—and I can’t lie—intimidating seconds. “New recruit?”

      “Yes, she’s crew,” he replies, voice flat and full of “none of your business.”

      Her scrutiny shifts from me to him, and they engage in a visual communication only they’re privy to, until she glances at me once more.

      “Do you have a siren on board the The Bone Heart, Zaid?” she questions him, but still stares at me with that disconcerting focus. And I’ve never run or hidden from anything or anyone in my life. But this woman, dressed in all black with her assassin eyes and incongruous bright curls, has me reconsidering my strong-held ethics.

      “No.” A sliver of steel enters his tone, and he shifts so his body his halfway blocking me from her view. “As always.”

      “Good.” Finally, she looks at him, and I release a silent but deep breath. “Then I don’t need to remind you that they’re outlawed here or about the bounty on them.”

      It’s not a question.

      “No.”

      Another beat of silence passes, and then she nods and steps backward. “Good,” she repeats. “Welcome to Atlantis.”

      Without replying, Zaid hurries me past her and up a paved path away from the dock, his hand wrapped around mine and Rurik with his hand to the small of my back. Even in this strange but fascinating place, I feel protected, safe. I notice my subconscious has been conspicuously silent, and it’s unnerving. And suspicious. And yes, I acknowledge how odd it is that I’m concerned I’m not arguing with myself.

      “Who was that?” I blurt. I tried not to give in to the curiosity, but my will power sucks.

      “Brynn,” Rurik answers instead of Zaid. “She’s muscle for Remel, Atlantis’s monarch.”

      I chew on that for a moment than quietly ask, “Is that why he,” he, being Zaid, “lied about me being a part of your crew?”

      Rurik grunts. “All new visitors to Atlantis must be escorted to the court to meet the monarch. We don’t have time for that. Especially if they don’t like you,” he mutters, and a whole lot of oh shit trips down my spine. “Besides… Zaid didn’t lie. You are a part of our crew. We just didn’t say for how long.”

      A part of The Bone Heart’s crew. As if I…belong with them. My chest constricts around the almost phantom brush of wings against my ribs. And the warmth it leaves behind.

      Clearing my throat, I refocus on my surroundings.

      Atlantis teems.

      That’s my best description for it.

      It’s alive. With bustling people. With shouting and laughter. With raised voices, possibly in excitement and in anger. With the activity of people passing by us, rushing about their business. I don’t know what I was expecting—maybe an island resembling 1800s London slums built on top of each other and stinking of bodies and sin?—but this is so not that. It’s a town with people and…beings—No. Way! Did that person have purple skin? Did they have tiny horns?—of different sizes, statures, ethnicities, features, and apparently, species. How is this all possible?

      I don’t know. I’m just so thrilled I get to see it, to experience it.

      I glance down at the big hand enclosed around mine and up the thick tattooed wrist and strong arm it’s attached to, past the wide shoulder, and on to the strong, sharp profile of the man who made it possible. Zaid gave this to me. Granted, it’s through an abduction, but still…

      If I had any idea what awaited me, I wouldn’t have missed this for the world.

      “Fuck no.” Rurik grounds to an abrupt stop, his low, deep voice damn near vibrating with fury. “This isn’t possible.”

      “Oh shit,” Zaid mutters, and his face reflects the rage darkening Rurik’s tone.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, shifting out from behind Zaid’s large frame, and the breath is knocked right out of me by an invisible fist. “What…? I don’t… What is—?”

      It’s what they called stocks. Erected of wooden planks and boards on a post, there are holes for securing the head and hands of a person. It used to be a form of public punishment and humiliation back hundreds of years ago. Emphasis on the hundreds of years ago.

      Until now.

      Rage barrels through me, hot and destructive. If it were a fire, cities would be razed in its path. Behind me, Greer spits out a “what the fuck?” and her fury is nearly a tangible force beating at the back of my shoulders. Rochelle, on the other hand, is ice. And somehow, that’s even scarier than Greer’s seething anger.

      A beautiful woman with long red hair is imprisoned in the archaic device. It’s clear to anyone with eyes that whoever trapped her in there expected this to cow her, humiliate her, but they sadly miscalculated. No, not sadly. Wondrously. Her fierce expression screams “fuck you.” And I want to throw my head back and add my yell to hers.

      “There’s nothing she could’ve done that would warrant this,” I snarl, waving a hand in the direction of this…spectacle.

      “Siren,” Rurik grinds out the one-word explanation.

      A siren.

      I stare at her, awed. Rurik said sirens present as humans but they’re not. And yes, if I look closely at her, there is something otherworldly about her beauty, her eyes. But mostly, I find her defiance the most enthralling.

      But who or what she is, combined with Zaid’s account of their treatment and relationship with Atlantis, is explanation enough. But not reason. I still hate it. And in this instant, some of the magic of this island wears off.

      “Fuck staying the night,” Zaid says, his voice scalpel sharp. “Let’s get this final clue and get the hell out of here. If there’s a siren and these fools are treating her like this, I don’t want to be here if the shit hits the fan.”

      “But wait.” I grab his arm. “We can’t just leave her imprisoned like that. What if they plan on, on…” I can’t even say it aloud. It’s too horrible to snuff out such a vibrant life.

      “It’s just the few of us against an island full of angry residents. As bullshit as this is, I can’t risk your lives or this mission for her. She knew the consequences, the risks of coming to Atlantis.” He reaches back and grips my hand, pulling me forward. “Besides,” he murmurs, “I wouldn’t count her out just yet.”

      King of Cryptic Shit.

      Still, it bugs me. And I can’t let go of my irritation and anger as we walk past her and the growing crowd to a large brown building with a tinted window. A sign declares it to be The Siren’s Call. How apropos.

      Zaid tugs open the heavy wood door, and we all file in after him. The aroma of yeast, smoke, and some kind of roasting meat greets us, and my stomach grumbles in appreciation. I wasn’t even hungry before I entered the bar, but now? I wouldn’t mind sampling whatever’s giving off that delicious fragrance.

      Curious—it is my first Atlantean bar, after all—I survey the interior. Even with the dim lighting, I take in the high-top tables that line one wall and their round counterparts tucked in the back. Though it’s midday, the bar enjoys a brisk business. Customers gather around the tables, perched on the numerous chairs. Waitresses circle the floor, carrying trays piled with frothing mugs and glasses, held high as they serve the raucous crowd.

      Nothing like the presence of a siren and her imminent death to rouse the spirits.

      Am I judging? Oh yes, I am.

      A long wooden bar stretches across the back of the bar, and Zaid threads through the throng of people, heading in that direction. When we reach it, I’m surprised to find only Zaid and Rurik with me. But a swift survey of the bar reveals the rest of The Bone Heart crew scattered throughout the space. In an instant, I’m transported back to the evening of my wedding and how they took up position on the yacht.

      Then, I’d been furious and ready to murder every one of them.

      Now, I’m grateful for their presence and vigilance.

      Damn, how the tides have turned.

      Turning back to the bar, I lean my arms on the wooden, scarred top. Movement out of the corner of my eye snags my attention. Moments later, a gorgeous woman with lovely teak skin, waist-length locs, and tattoos from her neck to her fingernails walks away from a gorgeous, tall, light brown skinned man with dark dreads pulled up into a bun and approaches us.

      Correction, Zaid.

      Her hooded hazel gaze locks in on him, and she doesn’t acknowledge Rurik or I exist.

      Now, given what I’ve seen since stepping foot in Atlantis, she may not even be human, but that doesn’t matter. If she sets one tatted, black-painted nail on him, I’m going over this bar and showing her that the boardroom isn’t the only place I can throw down.

      My hand inches toward my dagger.

      “Hold on there.” Rurik’s hand covers mine, preventing me from removing the weapon. His chuckle vibrates in my ear. “Just wait before you start a bar fight.”

      “Hey, Zaid. What can I get you?” she purrs.

      And when she travels a finger over the tops of the breasts bared by her corset top, I jerk against the hand still covering mine, but Rurik tightens his hold.

      This ugly, filthy grime with claws digging its way through me doesn’t make sense. Zaid isn’t mine. We have zero claims on each other. But I’m not thinking of sense or logic while this bartender is looking at him like she’s seen him naked and knows what he looks like when he comes.

      “Lyrica.” He nods at the other woman. “I need to see Seiko.”

      A small frown wrinkles her brow, as if his request and brusqueness confuse her, but she shrugs and pushes away from the bar. And I breathe.

      “See?” Rurik releases my hand.

      Zaid glances over at us, and I mimic the bartender, shrugging.

      “What? Nothing to see here.” I flick my fingers.

      He frowns, lips parting. But before he can say anything, a lovely Asian woman approaches us. I blink. Wow. I feel terrible for staring—it’s rude, at best—but I can’t stop. I mean, it’s not every day one encounters an elf.

      Long, thick black hair falls to one shoulder, and the other side, shaved close to her head, reveals one pointed, pierced ear. A necklace with a crescent pendant hangs around her neck, a men’s striped dress shirt drapes over her slight body, and her trousers are held up by a pair of suspenders. Tattoos—which seem to be the thing around here—decorate strong forearms revealed by the rolled-up sleeves of her shirt. She’s a mixture of ethereal, strong, and gritty.

      And I love looking at her.

      “Zaid,” she says in a throaty voice that’s somehow musical and seductive. “You beckoned.” A smile flirts with her mouth even as she shoots a sidelong glance at me and Rurik.

      “Seiko, it’s good to see you again.”

      “Same.” She tips her head to Rurik. “You, too, Rurik.” Her gaze sweeps over me again, and unlike with Brynn, damn if I don’t want to preen under it. Hell. She’s pretty. And an elf. And she doesn’t have that whole homicidal thing going on. “And you are?”

      “The reason we’re here,” Zaid interrupts, preempting my introduction.

      I glare at him for that. Rude ass.

      “Does the name Marcell Hudson mean anything to you?” he asks.

      Seiko’s gaze sharpens, but that’s her only outward reaction.

      “Should it?”

      “Seiko,” he growls.

      “I’m Niall Hudson. Marcell is my grandfather.” Urgency replaces my enchantment and wonder, and I lean harder onto the bar top. “Do you know him? Has he been in here to talk to you? If so, do you remember when?”

      It takes everything in me not to snag her by the suspenders and demand she answer me. Grandad… He might’ve stood in this exact spot. Maybe I’m so close to him, and all I need are. Her. Answers.

      She studies me for several long moments, and beside me Zaid rumbles, damn near vibrates with impatience. Join the club. I’m so close to screaming. But then something in Seiko’s expression shifts, softens.

      “I don’t know Marcell. Never met him.” Hope deflates in my chest like a pricked balloon. “But I know you. Follow me.”

      I gape at her back as she turns from us, calling out to Lyrica, then emerging from behind the bar. She peeks over her shoulder, flicks a hand at us, and that shatters my paralysis. Before Zaid or Rurik can move, I leap in front of them, striding after her. I don’t pay attention to anything around me, just her. Just the information she has for me that might shed some light about my grandfather.

      She leads us down a dark corridor to a small office, and we all pile in.

      The office is surprisingly…normal. I’m kind of disappointed.

      Just a desk, chairs, shelves, a table. But Seiko rounds the desk and, hunkering down, pulls open a lower drawer. When she stands, she sets a small dark green velvet box with a very familiar symbol on the desktop. A crown. The same crown that tops the home office of Crown Shipping in downtown Boston.

      “Like I said, I’ve never met your grandfather, but I’ve met one of your matriarchal line before. She, not he, left me with this.” Tapping a finger on the top, she looks at me.

      “What is it?” My voice is hushed in the room.

      “Yours,” she says and crosses her arms. “If you can prove it.”

      I tear my gaze from the artifact and lift it to her. “What do you mean?”

      “One of yours might not have visited Atlantis for hundreds of years, but that doesn’t mean your line is a stranger. At one time, your family was as familiar here as one of my own.” Seiko props a hip on the edge of the desk, and her scrutiny is nearly a physical weight on me. “But hundreds of years ago, your ancestor became partners with another seafarer, another man with ambitions and dreams of grandeur. He convinced your ancestor to join him on a venture that would bring both of them riches beyond their imagination. Unfortunately, she didn’t understand who she’d joined herself with. A man of wokou blood with the last name of Ito.”

      Ice crackles through my veins, and I whip around to Zaid.

      He stares at me, and peering into his golden eyes…

      “You knew.”

      “That the Emerald Lady wasn’t just lost? That one of my ancestors stole it from the family in Japan and boarded a ship bound for England to make his own fortune, fuck the rest of us? And that on the way, that ship was attacked by pirates and my ancestor and the Emerald Lady were never found? Yes. All that I knew. But until this moment, I had no idea about your family’s connection to mine.”

      What are the odds that what began centuries ago would wind back around and bring us, our families, our lines back together again here, in Atlantis, where it all started?

      If I believed in Fate, I would attribute this to providence.

      But I can’t. Because that would mean everything in the universe, including my grandfather’s disappearance, conspired to bring me to the right Ito brother.

      And that’s just too out there for me.

      That’s just too…hopeful for me when after Caleb, I don’t believe in second chances or anything as crazy as love making a way. In my experience love has abandoned, disappointed, and disappeared. Through no fault of their own my parents and Caleb left me through death. And now Grandad is gone, leaving both me and his wife to mourn a ghost. Never, not ever has love made a way.

      I shift my attention back to Seiko, who watches us with unconcealed interest. No, not now. I have to focus on that box on the desk. Not the man who has brought magic and freedom and bone-melting pleasure into my life.

      Focus.

      “So what happened?” I press. “Please finish.”

      “Your ancestor survived the ambush and somehow managed to follow the pirates. She felt so guilty over what she’d unwittingly been a part of that her one goal was to return the heirloom to its rightful owner. And she almost caught up to them. But a storm hit, and she almost lost her life. Fortunately, another ship came by, picked her up, and eventually she made her way back to Atlantis. Many years later, after your family had left the island, she returned, and she carried this with her.” She tapped the box again. “Her instructions were that I could only pass it to one of her line. The box can only be opened by you. No one else.”

      “You said I have to prove it, though,” I say, my heart lodged in the base of my throat. “How?”

      She stands, nodding toward the box. “Place your fingertip on top of the crest.”

      Without hesitation, I cross to the desk and hand slightly trembling, I place the tip of my pointer finger on top of the small gold crown. I let out a soft oh because it’s surprisingly warm under my skin. Almost uncomfortably so.

      Looking at Seiko, I ask, “What no—ow. Shit.” I jerk my hand back and suck at the tiny puncture wound on the tip of my finger.

      “What’s wrong?” Zaid instantly appears at my elbow, circling my wrist.

      “Nothing. It was just a finger stick. It surprised me more than hurt.” I glare down at the crown as if it can answer for its offense, but then I gasp. “Oh my God.”

      The smear of blood left behind on the crown slowly vanishes, leaving wisps of gold smoke. Then an audible click cracks in the air, and the lid pops open. And nestled inside like a gift—which, in a way, it is—lies another piece of ceramic.

      A sense of wonder yawns wide in my chest, and I pick up the shard.

      “Wicked piece,” I whisper, tipping my head back to look at Zaid.

      His chuckle is low, carrying a hint of disbelief. Maybe awe.

      “I’ve wondered why Marcell just couldn’t tell me the shanty and let me continue the hunt on my own. But I couldn’t. Because you had to come with me. We could’ve made it all the way here and still been unable to open that box. You are the key, the real final missing piece.”

      He laughs again, but my mind is whirring with his words. You are the key, the real final missing piece.

      I blink dragging my gaze from his beautiful face to the ceramic piece in my hand. A skull and crossbones are etched into the shard. My ancestor seems to have possessed a sense of humor. The lyric from the sea shanty makes sense now.

      Ol’ Davy’s Locker off the Cove of Wrecks; The bones will lead us and end our trek.

      I shake my head. All these years, I’d believed the shanty a silly but fun song my grandfather had found in one of his books. When he taught it to me, had he known it’d been passed down through the generations of Mama’s family just for this moment?

      “Thank you,” I say to Seiko. “So much.”

      “Not so fast.” Seiko holds up a hand, palm out. “Where are the other two pieces?”

      Zaid stiffens beside me, bristling. “Why?” The question lashes out like a whip.

      Instead of being offended by his tone, she chuckles. “Calm down, damn. Do you want my help or not?” She arches a brow, waiting.

      I can practically hear his teeth grind. “Yes,” he finally grits. “We do.”

      “Good. Then you’ll have to trust me. I know that’s a hard thing for you to do, but you have no choice if you’re going to find what you’ve been searching for all these years.” Another laugh, her delight obvious in the brightening of her dark eyes. “Oh yeah, that’s not as secret as you thought.” She curls her fingers in a “gimme” motion. “Now hand over all the pieces.”

      I trust her.

      I can’t say why. Maybe because one of my own did. Maybe because we’re in fucking Atlantis and I might wake up at any moment with this being all one wine-induced dream. Maybe it’s because she’s just so goddamn cool looking.

      I don’t know. But I just do.

      I hand the shard over to her. Then I turn around, look at Zaid, and impatiently wait for him to do the same.

      “Yes, you have a lot to lose, but after this long, you really don’t,” I say.

      A war wages across his face, and from the flaring of his nostrils, the grim set of his mouth, and whitening of his scar, that struggle is fierce. But eventually, he reaches into his pants pocket and hands over the other two pieces of the medallion.

      Seiko smiles at him and places all three on the desk, fitting them close together. Without removing her gaze from the separate fragments, she pulls open another drawer and pulls free a pouch similar to the one in my pocket. But hers is black, worn, and bigger. She dips her hand into the bag and a second later, pulls her fist free, holding it over the three ceramic pieces.

      She whispers words in another language, and I can only guess it’s elvish or some kind of Atlantean. And she unfurls her fingers, sprinkling a gold dust over the split medallion.

      “What the hell?” Rurik murmurs, and I silently echo that thought.

      I can’t speak. Can barely breathe.

      A molten river of gold spills between the cracks, its light flashing and nearly filling the dim office. It winks one last, bright time before hardening into a gilded stream, leaving the medallion mended and whole.

      “Kintsugi,” Zaid rasps, staring at the piece.

      Seiko grins.

      “That’s what your people called it. And who knows, maybe it was one of mine who taught yours this art centuries ago. Although, I’m not one to criticize, but literally calling it ‘golden seams’?” She shrugs, then grins wider. “Whatever. Here.” She picks up the medallion and passes it to me. As if this kind of magic happens on any day that ends in “y.” I don’t know. Maybe for her, it does. “Look at it closely. You’ll find your answer. Now.” She claps her hands. “I have a bar to get back to. See yourselves out.”

      Seiko salutes us, then strides out the door.

      “Wait,” I call after her before she can leave. “So…” I swallow. “You said you didn’t see my grandfather. Marcell Hudson. He never came to Atlantis.”

      Hooking her thumbs low on her suspenders, Seiko tilts her head, and the sympathy in her eyes answers my question a heartbeat before she does. “No, I didn’t. If a newcomer arrives in Atlantis, they must go to the court. And if by some reason they managed to bypass that, I or someone in my family would’ve heard about it. Not much gets past The Siren’s Call. I’m sorry.”

      “No, thank you. I appreciate it.”

      Nodding, she leaves out and I stare at the empty doorway.

      “He didn’t make it to Atlantis,” I announce to no one in particular. “He might not even have made it past the ship race or even to it.”

      “Niall…”

      But I shake my head, cutting Zaid off. Not now. I can’t do this…now. Inhaling a deep breath, I hold up the restored ceramic piece. “What do you think she meant by the answer being here?”

      “Can I see?”

      Nodding, I hand it over to Zaid.

      He scrutinizes the medallion, his dark eyebrows drawn down low. “There’s something—holy shit,” he breathes. His gaze jumps from me to Rurik, then back to me. “It’s a goddamn map. The medallion is a map to The Iron Nymph.”

      “You’re kidding.” Rurik crosses to his side, and I grab his elbow, tugging his arm down so I can look at it along with them.

      “Start at the wasen,” Zaid says, tone hushed. “Follow the golden line to the doubloon. Now see how it travels to another set of lines that curve together? It joins to form a shape that looks a hell of a lot like an island. The island of Atlantis.” Excitement creeps into his voice, and it slightly trembles with it. “Now go east, follow the next line of gold. It sweeps out to what looks like a ring. I know that area. Except it’s not just a ring. It’s a sort of atoll. But instead of an island or lagoon, there’s supposed to be a volcano there. Possibly big and deep enough to hide a ship. And this”—he traces the skull and crossbones—“is right over that atoll. As if saying ‘x’ marks the spot.”

      “Well, fuck me.” Rurik laughs. “Damn. This is it. We have an actual location.” He shakes his head, his long blond hair swinging over his shoulders. “It doesn’t even seem possible after all this time.”

      “I know it.” Zaid claps a hand on his shoulder. “We did it.” He looks down at me. “We all did it.”

      I’m happy for them. Their journey is almost done. And it’s been at least five years coming.

      Grandad understood how important the Emerald Lady was to Zaid. Understood how much it meant to have his family, his honor returned to him. And while my pragmatic grandmother would’ve forgotten about her own bloodline’s history, I’m not shocked that my fanciful, sentimental grandfather would’ve discovered the legends, and not just unearthed them but believed them. And I’m also not surprised he would’ve given that treasure—literal and figurative—to a man he trusted and respected to obtain what he’d lost.

      My journey, on the other hand, is done.

      I have to face the truth.

      My grandfather is gone.

      A part of me knew that. Possibly even accepted it. But I had to grasp that small sliver of hope. And maybe… Maybe a part of me understood I had to go on this treasure hunt that he would’ve fully approved of and encouraged as a way to honor the man with an adventurer’s heart and a poet’s soul. In that way, I did find him on this journey. I found his heart, his spirit.

      I discovered it has always resided in me.

      I’ve never lost him because he’s always been with me. I just had to remember it.

      A weight I hadn’t even realized burdened my chest lifts, and I inhale a real, true deep breath for the first time in…ages. Two years.

      “All right, we need to get the rest of the crew and get out of here. If we leave in the next couple of hours, we should be able to—”

      A wall of…of pressure explodes through the room, throwing all of us off our feet and back against the office walls. I cry out as my side hits a shelf and then my body crashes to the floor. Pain bursts in my shoulder, ribs, and hip, but moments later, it begins to ebb.

      “Damn, that hurt,” I grumble, rubbing my shoulder with one hand and poking my side with the other. “What was—?”

      An invisible wave of something snatches the rest of my question from my lungs along with my breath. It undulates over the room like a swelling breaker of…oh God.

      I groan, my gaze seeking Zaid as if some unseen force draws me to him, and I can’t fight it. No, no, no. I don’t want to fight it. I want him.

      “Siren song,” Rurik roars from the floor where he was flung.

      We’re fucked.

      Literally.
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      I shove off the wall and bolt for the office door, slamming it closed.

      Even though it’s much too late for that to matter.

      Just as I twist the lock and turn around Rurik murmurs, “It’s too late for that,” echoing my thoughts.

      From the size and feel of that wave, whole fucking Atlantis is about to be under siren song, and a locked door won’t save us from it. Siren magic can’t force or compel anyone to do anything they don’t want to. But it does push a person to loose their fears and inhibitions and do everything they secretly—or not so secretly—want to. It’s an aphrodisiac consent cocktail and one hit is addictive and liberating. A dangerous combination to some people.

      “What’re you doing?” Niall asks, eyes wide.

      She shoves up off the floor and I cross over to her, immediately running my hands over her ribs and hip. I saw where she landed and what parts of her took the brunt of the impact.

      “You hurt?” I press against her side, and she winces a little but waves it off. “No, no. Not…hurt.”

      “What?” I smooth a hand over her ribs. Slower than necessary. Gently squeezing. I can’t stop myself from touching her, giving her just one more caress. It’s more than an impulse; it’s a need. A steadily growing, pulsing need. “What’re you feeling?” I ask, lifting my gaze to hers.

      “What?” she whispers. Licks her lips.

      I groan.

      Shit. It’s starting.

      But my constant, needling hunger for Niall isn’t the result of siren magic. That’s been there from the moment I set eyes on her. That’s when Niall Hudson became my craving.

      My obsession.

      So no, the wanting her isn’t a byproduct of siren song. Admitting just how long it’s been there, confessing the power of it… That’s new.

      “What’re you feeling, pet?” I reiterate.

      She shakes her head, those thick curls brushing her cheek, her shoulders. She strokes one hand down over her thigh and the other up to her breast, cupping it.

      “I ache.” She squeezes her flesh, pulling on the nipple.

      Fuck.

      I glance over at Rurik, who still crouches on the floor. A ruddiness rides his cheekbones, and his eyes shine bright with lust. He rises, his entire body rigid, straining against some unseen force, but he maintains his distance from her. From us.

      Tearing my gaze from my second-in-command, I lift a hand, thrusting it in Niall’s hair. “Look at me,” I order. Not waiting for her to obey, I tug her head back. “Look at me, pet,” I repeat. “Siren song cannot make you do anything against your will. You have to want it. Do you want this? Need this?” I cover her breast, replace her hand with my own. Reacquaint myself with her even though it’s only been hours since I last touched her. I mold her flesh to my palm and fingers, test its exquisite firmness. Circle my thumb around the taut peak. “This has to be your decision.”

      Fisting the front of my shirt, she rises on her toes.

      “I didn’t need a siren to fuck you last night, Zaid. And I don’t need one today. I want you because you know my body better than myself. Because you’ve given me more pleasure than anyone who has ever touched me. Because I’m afraid your dick has broken and remolded my pussy so it will fit and accept only you. Because you are you.”

      Lust uses my veins as its personal racetrack and I’m going up in flames. And I’ve barely touched her yet.

      Yet.

      Her words are a struck match tossed into my emotionally dry kindling, and I have to consume her. Not just physically. I want in her body, fuck yes. But I want to possess her mind, her thoughts, her—everything.

      And if she asks it, I’d give all of me back to her in return.

      I shake my head.

      Fucking siren magic.

      I roll my lips in, trapping those words inside me even though the urge to purge my soul swells, roaring for release.

      But what I told Niall about siren song and consent isn’t just about the physical—it’s about emotion as well. And I’m not giving myself permission to bare my heart to her.

      Not when less than a week ago she’d been prepared to marry not just anyone else but my brother, my enemy.

      Not when the thought of stripping my soul bare has sweat rolling down my spine and fear a metallic tinge on my tongue.

      No. I can have this—I tug her head back and thrust my tongue between her lips—with her. But not more.

      A man like me isn’t meant for more. Especially with a woman like her.

      But I’ll fuck her until even when she walks away from me, I’ll be imprinted on her skin, her pussy, her memory. It’ll have to be enough. Because even I’m not that much of a bastard to ask for more from her.

      Liar.

      Yeah, I’m a liar. I am that much of a bastard. Unfortunately, I’m also a coward.

      Attempting to drown out my thoughts, I kiss her harder, take that mouth and bruise it with my lust, my desperation until I taste it and her on her tongue.

      A rumble penetrates the lust-soaked fog enshrouding my brain and I lift my head, glancing in the direction of that sound and Rurik is on his feet, his back planted against the wall as if it’s surgically attached.

      He’s fighting a battle; I can tell. Muscles strain against his white shirt and dark brown pants, and his huge fists are braced against the wall. My cock throbs at the sight of all that barely restrained lust. Not for me, though. For her.

      And I want to give it to her.

      Unleash that pleasure all over her.

      Without removing my gaze from Rurik, I lower my hands to Niall’s hips and slowly turn her around. She gasps and presses back against me, a shiver passing through her frame. Reaching up, I circle her neck, tipping her chin up. She sinks her nails into my wrist, and that bite of pain jolts through me, has me groaning as if she grazed them over my cock.

      “What do you see?” I ask, reminiscent of the night of the party on The Bone Heart. When she moans and grinds her ass against my cock, I give her throat a light squeeze. “Tell me, pet.”

      “Want,” she whispers, and a whimper escapes her. It’s a dirty melody to my ears. “He wants me.”

      “Yeah, he does. He’s ready to tear that fucking wall down to find out what I know. That you taste like the sweetest cream and most potent whiskey. One shot of that pussy and you’re a drunk, an addict.” I nuzzle her ear, place open-mouthed kisses to the corner of her mouth. And slide my other hand to the band of her pants, slipping two of my fingers beneath, lightly stroking the soft skin there. Waiting.

      Waiting for her to tell me no.

      Waiting for her to put a halt to where this is headed.

      Because all three of us know where this is headed.

      But she has to give the go-ahead.

      No matter how much lust damn near pours off Rurik.

      Not matter how much I want to gift her with this particular pleasure.

      She must ask for it.

      “You think I haven’t noticed how you’ve looked at him? He makes that pussy clench. Makes it wet, doesn’t he?” I nip her earlobe. Suck it, soothing any sting. “Are you going to let him find out for himself how that cunt tastes, Niall?”

      I hold my breath, and across the room Rurik goes as rigid as a statue.

      She tips her head back on my shoulder, and her brown eyes meet mine.

      “Yes.” Then she returns her attention to Rurik, and she repeats, voice clear, steady, “Yes.”

      With a growl, Rurik shoves off the wall.
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      Niall

      I brace myself. Rurik barrels down on me like an erotic storm set on destruction, and I’m directly in his path. With no intentions of moving.

      I could blame this lust pounding in my blood, my soaking wet pussy on the siren song so when the heat fades, I don’t have to own this. But it would be a lie. Rurik—with his ancient Viking face and huge, hard body—has always stirred a desire in me. But I never imagined I would be able to touch him for myself. To have that cruelly sensual mouth on me…

      My breath heaves out of me on a sigh that’s part whimper, and I lift my arms and wind them around Zaid’s neck.

      Zaid.

      I’d never trust myself with anyone else but him as my guide into this particular sexual territory. He’s not just my captor, he’s my protector, my

      A tremor dances through me, and I shy away from the word my overzealous subconscious tries to hand me. But whether it’s siren magic or my stubborn mind, I can’t hide from myself. And heart shimmers in my head no matter how hard I try to smother it.

      I shake my head. Hard.

      Zaid freezes behind me and Rurik does the same several inches in front of me.

      “Niall?” Zaid’s hand falls away from my neck and the other slips from my pants to cradle my hips. “This is your choice, pet. Always.”

      “No.” I shake my head again. Then stop, realizing that’s what had both of them halting in the first place. “I want this. Please.” I reach behind me and cup his cock, squeezing it. “Give me what I want.”

      “You sure?” Rurik presses.

      In answer, I raise both hands to my shirt and unbutton it, letting it fall to the ground. Leaving me bare to them.

      Rurik’s nostrils flare, and his blue eyes gleam like pure fire. His gaze strokes over me like a physical caress, and my nipples bead under the heated, phantom touch.

      But I want more than that. I want phantom to become corporeal.

      “Kiss me, pet,” Zaid orders.

      I lean my head back on his shoulder and he takes my mouth, while his hands slide up my torso and cup my breasts. His tongue wraps around my cry and when he pinches my nipples, he swallows my next one.

      A hard body presses to my belly and thighs just as wet heat envelops one of my tips, and a short, sharp scream abrades my throat at the almost painful pleasure that arrows straight from my breasts to my clit. I tunnel my hands through Rurik’s thick, long strands, holding him to me. If he takes that wonderful, wicked mouth away from me, I just might kill him.

      Breaking off my kiss with Zaid, I stare at Rurik’s lips and tongue sucking on me. His teeth graze the skin just above my nipple and I groan, savoring that edge of hurt. Squirming, I grind my ass over Zaid’s cock, rubbing up and down that thick length. A fever has taken up underneath my skin and my body doesn’t belong to me any longer. And when Zaid drags his lips over my neck and shoulder, I tilt my head, granting him more access.

      Rurik switches breasts, and Zaid props my flesh up, offering it up to his second-in-command as if it belongs to him. As if I do. That thought has my heart contracting, and I tighten my grip on Rurik’s hair in reaction. He grunts, drawing harder on my tit, and I push more of myself into his mouth.

      Zaid releases my breast and his hand sweeps down my stomach, slipping beneath my pants and arrowing straight for my pussy. He doesn’t stop, doesn’t hesitate to cup me. My head falls back, and a scream lodges in my throat, throbs there.

      “Fuck, pet,” he nearly purrs against my skin. “You’re dripping wet. Soaking my hand.” His fingers spear inside me, the heel of his palm grinding against my clit. Coupled with Rurik’s insistent tugs on my breasts, I’m already close to losing it. I’m nearing a sensation overload with mouths, hands, and bodies pressed against me…pushing inside of me.

      His fingers slide free of my pussy and, slick with my juices, he swirls them through my folds and over my clit. Around and around, firmly rolling over the engorged bundle of nerves. I jerk and twist against his knowing caress, both trying to get closer and to escape the assault of pleasure tearing me apart.

      “No, pet,” Zaid growls in my ear, dropping his other arm to curve around my waist and anchor me to him. “You’re always trying to run away.” He pinches one of my folds in punishment…or reward. I groan, sagging more fully against him. “Tell Rurik what you want next. I have the answer in my hand, but he needs to hear it from you.” A flick of tongue under my earlobe. “Go on, pet. Tell him.”

      I glance at Rurik, and his blue eyes meet mine, searing me. Slowly, he releases my breast with a pop, his lips red, swollen. He waits, his harsh, quick breaths warm on my damp flesh.

      “Put your mouth on me,” I murmur, loosing my fingers from his hair and pressing my thumb to the middle of his full, sensual lips. “Get this face all nice and messy between my legs. Get me off.”

      He doesn’t waste time dropping to his knees in front of me. Making quick work of my boots and pants, he strips them from me, and then molding his hands to my ass, he eats me like I’m his last meal. I glance down, and the dual sensation of watching and feeling Zaid’s fingers and Rurik’s tongue work in tandem, gliding and tangling together over my pussy has a huge, scary ecstasy twisting and screaming inside of me. And if not for Zaid’s arm banded around me, I would sink to the floor, inundated by this thing overpowering me.

      Shivers wrack my body as if my temperature has spiked and I writhe between them, attempting to spread my legs wider…or clench them tighter. Hell, I don’t know.

      “Look at him. His face,” Zaid orders. And I can’t help but comply.

      Rurik’s bold, hewn cheekbones stand out in stark relief against his golden skin, and scarlet slashes stain the sharp slopes. His lashes lift and lust glitters in his blue eyes, and my cream coats his beautiful, hard lips and his dark blond beard. It’s a mask of fierce carnality, and it sends a fresh pulse of moisture dripping out of me.

      “That’s pure hunger. He’s had a taste of that pussy and he needs more. He’s going to tear it up now, pet. And you’re going to let him, aren’t you? Not just because he wants to, but you do, too. You want his tongue in your pussy, licking, fucking. You want him sucking on that sweet little clit. Tell him you want it. Tell him to give it to you.”

      A tiny note of steel enters his voice, and I shiver.

      “I want you to make me cum all over that beautiful mouth and face. Give it to me. Now,” I demand of Rurik.

      “Fuck yeah. That’s my good girl,” Zaid praises on a low, dark growl.

      His good girl. A flood of liquid heat rushes through me. Unlike the first time he called me that, there’s no scuffle tugging at me over whether I should like that. Oh, no. I don’t like it.

      I love it.

      I crave it.

      All I want is to be his good girl.

      And his good girl wants his second-in-command’s face in her pussy.

      As I watch, he dips his head, and his tongue forges a path through my folds straight to the entrance of my sex where he hungrily laps at me, thrusting inside me. He palms the back of my thigh, lifting it over his shoulder and spreading me wider and diving deeper, claiming more of me with that wicked mouth. His tongue swirls all over my pussy, and I tremble, on the edge of a pleasure so keen, so sharp that I tug on Rurik’s head, trying to pull him away. To grant me a moment to gather myself. To breathe.

      “What’re you doing?” Zaid releases my waist and grabs my wrist and brings it behind my back, tsking softly in my ear. He slides his other hand from my sex and Rurik’s mouth and pushes two fingers into my mouth. “Get them good and wet for me, pet. That’s it,” he encourages as I twirl my tongue around his fingers. “Rurik.” Zaid addresses his friend even as his eyes remain fixed on my lips and tongue. “Put your fingers inside her.”

      Without hesitation, Rurik complies and in the next instant I’m full of him.

      Holy shit.

      My back arches tight, and I gasp against the, oh God, the stretch, the burn.

      “Rurik.” I gasp.

      “Now she says my name,” he murmurs, lust and humor thickening his tone, and both a growl and a chuckle tumble in my chest. “Gimme another one of those pretty sounds, Niall.”

      And with another thrust, he tears another gasp from me. Holding me open as he is, I’m at his mercy, and I love it. I love each nearly bruising plunge, each tug of his lips on my clit. I’m so close to the edge of release, it shimmers right there, just out of my reach.

      Zaid pulls his hand free of my mouth and slides it down my back. Shock jolts through me when he doesn’t stop at the base of my spine but continues farther down, sliding between my ass cheeks and pressing against my asshole.

      I stiffen.

      “Baby…”

      The whisper escapes me, and for a moment, he goes rigid. Then his teeth graze the edge of my ear, and he mutters, “Say it again.”

      I shake my head, momentarily lost to the bombardment of pleasure from Rurik’s relentless touch and the shock still rippling through me from Zaid’s intimate caress.

      “Please.” The plea in his voice penetrates my lust, and it’s not carnal. That sends another sliver of icy astonishment slicing through me. So much, I blink up at him, and he buries his face in my hair, hiding from me. But it can’t conceal his voice. “Please say it again. No one has ever…”

      My breath snags in my throat and it isn’t because of his finger pressed to my back hole. That admission… Both the truth of it and the need in it…

      “Baby,” I say, tilting my head back and cupping the side of his neck. “Look at me.” I utter a small cry because Rurik hums against my sex, his kiss growing more ravenous, messier. I hear and feel that marauding mouth. When Zaid eventually lifts his head and meets my gaze, I stare into his golden gaze for several seconds, then whisper, “Do it.”

      I’ve never been touched myself there. Didn’t think I wanted it. But him? Him I trust with this just as I do with guiding me in this pleasure with Rurik. I’m experiencing everything with Zaid, willingly following his lead.

      He brushes his lips across the bridge of my nose in a kiss whose innocence is incongruent to the finger slowly breaching my ass.

      Pain flares, and I tense against it, but, as if sensing my discomfort, Rurik curves the tips of his own fingers against a place high inside of me, massaging it even as he administers a firmer suck to my clit. My groan abrades my throat, and Zaid releases my wrist to wrap his hand around my neck once more. To feel the sound emerge from it? To control it? I have no idea. What I do know? I love that pressure at my neck. Love that show of dominance. I fucking thrill in it.

      “Can you take another finger, pet?” He lightly squeezes my throat. “I bet you can.”

      That burn just started to ease but I don’t let that stop me from greedily nodding. I want more. More of that twin possession in my pussy and ass. More of that bite of pain. More of the ecstasy that’s building and building …

      “Relax for me. Oh yeah, that’s my good girl,” he croons, and I choke on a cry as he pushes another finger inside me.

      Thrust. Withdraw. Suck.

      Thrust. Withdraw. Suck.

      The two of them play me like a finely tuned instrument and I grind, rock, and twist into each caress. Fire races over every nerve ending, and I’ve never been this full. And though my ass was virginal, Zaid doesn’t go easy on me. His knuckles bump against my flesh as he slams into me, and I shove back against each drive of those long, devastating strokes.

      There’s no way I can last much longer. Not with Rurik eating my pussy, Zaid taking my ass, and now his hand tightening on my throat…

      I go off like a rocket.

      I’m barely coherent, scarcely in my body as they maneuver me, arrange me to their will, their needs. In seconds, I’m on my knees before Zaid, and Rurik’s hard, bare abdomen is pressed to my spine, his big hands cupping my breasts, playing with my nipples. And a long, thick cock breaches my lips.

      “Rurik’s going to have this mouth while I fuck your pussy, but first…”

      A hiss escapes Zaid as he pushes deeper, his dick gliding over my tongue. I groan. It isn’t just his flesh taking me. It’s his scent. His taste. The heaviness of him. Just…him. An insatiable hunger surges inside me, and I hollow my cheeks, sucking on his cock, undulating my tongue against the underside of it.

      On a low hum of pleasure, I slide my mouth free until only the bulbous head remains, and I lap at it, licking up the pearl of precum glistening there in the slit at the crest. Just that small sample of his seed hits my taste buds like a full course meal and the salty flavor is like ambrosia to me. It has the contradictory effect of satisfying me and making me ravenous for more.

      Pressing kisses down his length, I fist the wide, flared bottom half and pump it with both hands, bobbing my head over the top, sucking and blowing him with a damn near zealous hunger.

      Zaid tunnels his fingers through my hair with one hand, bunching the curls at the back of my head, and the other squeezes my jaw. I whimper, not in pain. God no. I’m swamped in sensation. Flooded in it. From the heavy weight of his dick on my tongue, parting my lips. From Rurik’s constant tweaking and pinching of my nipples. Exquisite pulses of electricity travel from my breasts to my pussy, and I press my thighs together, attempting to alleviate some of the ache.

      Not happening.

      Silken strands of hair sweep over my ribs followed by a warm, wet glide of a tongue. don’t need to glance down to see Rurik tracing my tattoo; I can feel the sensual outline he draws, and I shift, shiver, arch into that pretty, sensual caress.

      How is it possible to feel fucked and worshipped at the same time? I blink back against the burn of tears.

      Tears.

      Oh God, I’m such a pathetic cliché.

      Crying during sex.

      “Shh. Shh.” Zaid pulls free and bends down, replacing his cock with his mouth, brushing a kiss across my lips, my eyelids, my eyebrows. “Tears, pet? Tell me what this is about.”

      Keep your heart. Guard your heart.

      Logic dictates I should protect my emotions at all costs because this can—and will—go away at any moment. Certainly, after he finds the Emerald Lady. But whether it’s the siren song, or I’m just taking advantage of the magic, I close my eyes and shake my head.

      “Only you have given me anything like this. Only you could have given me this. And you are the only person I want to give this to.” I open my eyes, meet his. “No one else.”

      Heat flares in his golden eyes, and in the next moment, his mouth crushes mine, tongue thrusting deep, demanding I give him more. Even more than I have.

      And I do.

      And I will.

      I’ll give him everything.

      Part of me trembles in fear that he’ll discover that truth.

      A bigger part of me—the part that pants in glee as Zaid roughly moves me to my hands and knees—doesn’t give a fuck if that truth is typed out on my forehead in neon, size seventy-two font. As long as he keeps touching me.

      A large hand smooths down my spine and I arch into it, even as my breath breaks on my parted lips.

      I know what’s coming.

      I don’t need his palms to skate over my hips, ass, and down to my inner thighs, spreading them apart for him to wedge between.

      I don’t need Rurik to cup my jaw or stroke his thumb over my bottom lip.

      The wild cadence of my pulse tells me. The frantic pounding of my heart relays it. The telltale drenching of my pussy telegraphs it.

      And when Zaid’s dick pushes inside me, opening me up at the same time as Rurik slides his cock into my mouth as if it’s a choreographed dance they’ve rehearsed hundreds of times, the breath freezes in my lungs.

      It releases on a long, low, tortured moan.

      This position…

      Oh God.

      Last night I’d had doubts his cock would fit. Now, with this new angle, the delicious burn and the damn ear alarming stretch, those doubts return in full force. Another moan rolls out of me, and it’s muffled by Rurik’s dick. He hisses, the sound mingling with the growl rumbling from Zaid as he cuffs me at the nape of my neck.

      On reflex—or self-preservation—I reach behind me, pressing a palm to his rock-hard thigh, similar to what I did last night. And like last night, he swats my touch away with a stinging slap.

      “Move that hand out of the way,” he snarls. With a snap of his hips, he surges inside me, burying his cock, and I scream around Rurik’s flesh, slapping my hand to his thigh, my fingernails curling into his dense muscles. “You stay trying to control this, pet.” Zaid grinds against me and the tip of his dick touches a place inside of me that has stars bursting behind my eyelids. “Stay trying to run.” He presses a heated, damp kiss to my shoulder, to the middle of my spine. “When are you going to learn this pussy is mine? You are mine. And you’re not going anywhere.”

      Even if I had breath, his possessive words would’ve stolen the last of it.

      And the torturous withdrawal and brutal stroke back into me would’ve pilfered the rest.

      So many hands on me. One at my nape. One branding my hip. The other burrowed in my hair. Another cupping my breast, swirling around my nipple. I’m engulfed in heat.

      I’m surrounded.

      I’m stuffed.

      I’m worshipped.

      I’m protected.

      I’m adored.

      It’s the last two that have me shuddering, my lashes lowering as I indulge in this ecstasy that’s sweeping me along in this chaotic, yet steadying erotic storm. And I trust Zaid to keep me tethered, safe, and not let me end up shipwrecked and broken.

      They tag team me in a carnal, filthy dance. When Zaid pulls free of my pussy, Rurik glides over my tongue, the wide, flared cockhead bumping the back of my throat, slipping into the narrow canal, making my eyes water.

      When Zaid drives back inside me, that thick, long dick cleaving through my flesh, reshaping it to fit him and him alone, Rurik slides free of my mouth until my spit runs down the veined shaft.

      Zaid fucks my pussy. Rurik fucks my face.

      And I turn up my ass and my face, offering up all of me for it all.

      My jaw starts to ache, but I only open my mouth wider, encouraging Rurik to give me more of him, go deeper. There’s no way I can swallow all of his length, but with a grunt, he burrows all of his fingers in my hair, holding my head steady as he uses my lips, tongue, and throat to get off. Tears sting my eyes, and I shift my hands from his thighs to his muscular ass, holding on, bracing myself as Zaid’s thrusts pitch me forward.

      Zaid moves his hand from my nape and wraps it around the front of my neck, lightly squeezing it.

      “Look at you taking his dick, pet. So pretty. So beautiful.” His teeth graze my shoulder, and I shiver at the tiny sting. His own cock digs into my pussy, the head repeatedly striking that spot inside me, and I’m expanding and shrinking at the same time. “Not here, Rurik,” I hear him rumble as his second-in-command’s flesh swells in my mouth. “This is mine.” Once more his grip on my throat tightens.

      “Fucker,” Rurik grinds out, but there’s no anger in his voice. Just lust and a note of strained humor.

      “Make him come,” Zaid murmurs in my ear. “Make him come, and then you get to, pet,” he promises.

      On a whimper, I redouble my efforts and suck at Rurik’s cock, hollowing out my cheeks, flattening my tongue. On an animalistic growl, he surges forward, slipping farther into the narrow channel of my throat, and I gag but quickly control the reflex to expel him.

      “Goddamn,” he roars, jerking free.

      Hot liquid splatters on my bare breasts but I’m barely cognizant of it. Not when I’m damn near begging Zaid to finish me.

      “Please,” I gasp, voice hoarse from my throat being fucked raw. “Please, damn it.”

      Okay, so it’s half plea, half order. Still, with a dark chuckle, Zaid obliges. Releasing my hip, he reaches between my thighs and rubs my clit. He’s not gentle. But I don’t need gentle. And he knows it. Between his pounding thrusts and firm circles of my engorged flesh, in seconds, I’m flying. Exploding so hard and fast, fear zigzags through my chest. But then, the ecstasy is so sharp, so powerful, there’s no room for trepidation. Only…us.

      Zaid tugs me back against his chest with the hand at my throat, continuing to drive into me, his strokes, heavy, abrupt, almost erratic. His harsh breath batters my ear, and holy shit, another swell of pleasure rises, rises…

      Rurik’s mouth closes over my clit, flicking, sucking, and I scream.

      And break again on Zaid’s dick and his best friend’s mouth.

      This time, Zaid follows me.

      How long the three of us lie there on that office floor, I have no idea. I drift, not wanting to move from this place but also knowing we can’t stay. Gently, Zaid tends to me. Cleaning me with a cloth he finds…somewhere, and then lifting me to my feet and dressing me. It’s a first. No one has ever handled me so tenderly as if I’m fine porcelain and just…precious. I’m humbled by his care. His attention.

      Once again, I close my eyes against the sting of tears that I’m horrified to admit to. I’ve been desired before. Even been cared for.

      But never…precious.

      Wrangling my emotions back under control, I lift my lashes, and silently watch as he and Rurik swiftly dress, their purposeful movements belying the clenched jaws and lust still brightening their gazes. The same lust that continues to pitch and roll inside of me. Whatever magic lingers from that explosion of siren song lingers and doesn’t appear to be dissipating.

      “We need to get out of here. Now,” Zaid grounds out. “It’s too dangerous to stay here any longer.”

      Rurik abruptly jerks his chin. “I’ll go find the rest of the crew.” He goes to stride past us but pauses in front of me. Staring down at me, he cups my chin and places a soft kiss on my cheek then on the top of my head.

      Then he releases me and exits the office.

      “You good, Niall?” Zaid’s chest presses against my spine for a brief moment and then he cradles my elbow, turning me around. Pinching my chin, he tilts my head back. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” Physically, sure. Emotionally? Not so much. I’m too all over the place for it to be true.

      His golden gaze roams over my face, burns into my eyes, and though it costs me, I don’t look away. And maybe he spies something that satisfies him because he gives a firm nod and releases me. Well, my chin. He wraps his hand around mine, and a sense of security eases through me at that firm grip.

      “We get out of here, then we talk,” he says. And it sounds less like a promise and more like a threat. I don’t know if my heart can handle a “talk.”

      But I nod and tilt my head toward the door Rurik left open.

      “We should go. There’s a treasure hunt to finish.” I head toward the exit, but he tugs on my hand stopping me.

      Shaking his head, he steps in front of me and when my lips part on protest, he scowls, throwing up a hand.

      “This isn’t about me thinking you’re incapable of protecting yourself. You have no experience with this island; I do, And even I don’t know who or what’s on the other side of that door because I’ve never experienced a siren fucking sexplosion like that. I’m still fighting the effects of it, so God knows what’s happening out there. This is about getting to the ship as quickly and safely as possible, not doubt in whether or not you can defend yourself.”

      Well, shit. When he put it that way.

      I nod. “Okay.”

      He squeezes my hand and, turning, leads me out of the office, down the hall, and into the main bar.

      And fuck.

      There’s a lot of fucking.

      Some people, like us, seem to be shaking off the effects and are sprawled in chairs or against walls, but others? They’re caught up in full sexual abandonment. Bent over tables. Bent over each other. Faces buried in pussies. Cocks buried in asses and pussies. Groans, cries, and the smacks of flesh hitting flesh punctuate the air. It’s a goddamn free-for-all.

      Movement by the bar door tears my enraptured gaze away from the hedonistic tableau. Rurik motions for us, and Zaid’s strides quicken. I damn near run to keep up with him. Long-legged bastard.

      As we reach them, Rochelle approaches, and other than swollen lips and slightly askew clothes, she appears more recovered and untouched than me.

      “Khalil and Greer have gone ahead to make sure there’s no trouble. Aleks and Johan are out front.”

      Zaid nods, and this time, without speaking aloud he signs back to Rochelle, “Good. You go with Niall back to the ship. Rurik and I are going to cover the back and bring up the rear. Make sure no trouble follows us. Not that I’m expecting any, but too much shit has gone down so it’s better to be cautious. I’m trusting you with her, Rochelle, okay? Take care of her.”

      Rochelle dips her chin. “Of course,” she signs back.

      He turns to me and, bowing his head, murmurs, “Rurik and I are going to meet you back at the ship, then we’ll leave for the atoll. Go with Rochelle back to the ship. Don’t stop for anything or anyone and stick close to Rochelle, okay?”

      “Got it.”

      He lifts his hand to my face, grazing the back of his fingers down my cheekbone then rubbing his thumb over my bottom lip. For a moment, I think he’s going to speak but at the last moment, he drops his arm and gives Rochelle one last look before stalking off toward the bar.

      I stare after him with an inexplicable tightening of my throat until Rochelle clasps my shoulder, indicating we should go.

      Inhaling, I turn and walk out the bar, forcing myself not to look back. Even though I want to. I want to run back.

      Stop being silly.

      I keep pace with Rochelle as we hurry past the now empty town square, and I can’t help but wonder where the siren is, as well as where the crowd has dispersed to. Probably off locked behind closed doors or fucking in the trees somewhere.

      “Damn it,” I mutter, slamming into Rochelle’s slim but solid frame, rubbing my nose.

      Glancing up, I notice Aleks. But hadn’t Rochelle told Zaid he was guarding the front of the bar with Johan?

      Rochelle’s hands fly, asking him the same thing, and he shakes his head, lifting his wide shoulders in response. But then, quick as a snake, he plunges a needle in the side of her neck. Before I can act, Rochelle drops to the ground, and a pinch and burn sizzles in my own neck.

      Then…nothing.
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      “Time to wake up, Niall. C’mon, Niall.” A hard hand delivers a stinging slap to my cheek, and fire spreads out across my face. “I said wake the fuck up.”

      Groaning, I turn my head away from the source of the pain and lift my hands to cover my face…or I try to. Peeling my lids open, I peer down and see black flexi-cuffs binding my wrists and feet together. Feel a mattress beneath me. Panic screams through me, obliterating the rest of the thick cobwebs from my head. Blood pumps through my veins, uncapping a flood of adrenaline and pouring it into my system.

      Where am I? What happened?

      I try to calm my pounding heart, breathe through the terror and pain. Try to remember the last thing…

      Getting dressed to leave The Siren’s Call.

      Rochelle leading me back to The Bone Heart.

      Aleks…

      Aleks.

      Fury blazes through me. Memories of him on the ship, laughing with Greer, Khalil, and Rochelle. His own anger as he’d glared down at Drake’s body, another traitor. His offer to dump the body off to Deion…

      And all along he’d been a traitor, too.

      “Good, you’re finally awake.” I jerk my gaze up to meet Deion’s dark gaze. A smile curves his mouth, but malice gleams in Deion’s eyes. “I didn’t want to hit you again.”

      I seriously doubt he means that. He looks like he would just love to give me another slap.

      It’s official. Our engagement is off.

      Gingerly and awkwardly, I sit up and take in my surroundings. A cabin with nothing but the bed I’m on, a table, a desk in the far corner, and a chair. Yet the subtle but unmistakable shift and flow relays we’re on a ship.

      “First, let me apologize for the rough handling,” Deion says, but again, that tone doesn’t match with the fury that seems to roll off him. Or the fact that my hands and feet are bound. “But I couldn’t risk losing you after going through all the work of rescuing you. I hope your ordeal the last few days hasn’t been too awful for you.”

      “Not at all,” I say, swallowing to moisten my mouth. Whatever Aleks used on me has left me with terrible dry mouth. “It’s been an experience. One I hear I must thank you for. Drake told me you ordered him to leave me right where I was for those first couple of days. Oh, that Drake. Real talkative. Right before your brother put a hole in his head.”

      If Deion feels any remorse or guilt over his spy’s death, he keeps it close to his chest. “Casualties of war.” He shrugs. “He served his purpose. But he didn’t do his job. He didn’t bring you to me, did he? So I had to move to my plan B.”

      “Aleks,” I say.

      “Aleks.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I catch movement, and the fucking traitor moves forward, a shit-eating grin stretching his mouth. God, how I want to punch him in it. He betrayed everyone who trusted him, considered him family. I have no doubts that once Zaid catches up with him, Aleks will die like Drake. But this asshole is too dumb to realize it. There’s no way he’ll outrun Zaid or the justice he’ll bring down on his head.

      “You called, Niall.” The Bone Heart pirate gives me a slight, condescending bow from his waist. “Sorry about drugging you, sweetheart. No hard feelings.”

      “Ah.” I wave my bound hands. “All the hard feelings. But you’ll soon have a bullet in your brain, so it doesn’t matter anyway.”

      That wipes away his grin.

      “Bitch—” he snarls, stepping toward me, but Deion shoots up a hand.

      “Stop. Forget her and focus,” he orders Aleks, and after pinning one last narrowed and hate-filled glare on me, Aleks nods and hikes his chin.

      “You’re right. I—”

      A bullet to the mouth silences his apology.

      I flinch, smothering a scream.

      Don’t you fucking give him that satisfaction. Don’t you do it.

      The voice that sounds a whole hell of a lot like Zaid is the only thing that keeps me quiet. Even though my body vibrates from the shock of witnessing Aleks’s body slamming to the floor, the back of his head on the wall behind him, I just stare at Deion.

      “Zaid was right about one thing. Loyalty is everything,” he murmurs almost to himself, then returns his attention to me. Tucking the gun back into the holster behind his back, he cocks his head. “Hmm.” He strokes his clean-shaven chin, and I can’t help but compare it to his brother’s bearded, scarred one. Can’t help but prefer the inked canvas of Zaid’s body to the bare, boring skin exposed by Deion’s rolled-up sleeves and the open collar of his shirt. Funny how in just a matter of days, he’s become the unworthy Ito. Unworthy of the name. Unworthy of my heart. “So I see you have learned some things from my brother. Already immune to murder, Niall?”

      “What do you want, Deion?” I ask, refusing to be toyed with any longer. “I’m guessing the wedding is off. So why am I here?”

      I know why; I just want to hear him say it.

      “You are worth more to me alive then dead. At the moment. Drake did one useful thing, and that’s tell me what is in your head, Niall. You’re going to tell me how to find the Emerald Lady.”

      “Really?” I arch an eyebrow. “The fuck you say.”

      “That hurts me, Niall. Don’t tell me you’ve fallen for my brother’s, uh, charms in such a short amount of time. An engaged woman fucking her fiancé’s brother? That would make you a whore.”

      “I know what you are, too, Deion. Petty. Jealous. Weak. A liar. An imposter.” His eyes glitter, crimson slashes suffusing the skin of his cheekbones. “A cheat. A thief. A murderer. Should I go on? So call me a whore. Sticks ‘n’ stones, Deion. Sticks ‘n’ stones,” I taunt.

      His hand shoots out, gripping my chin, grinding the flesh on the inside of my mouth against my teeth. Blood fills my mouth, and I fight not to gag on the metallic taste.

      “I will kill you and won’t feel anything about it,” he states as calmly as if he’s announcing the day’s weather. “Then I’ll hunt down your grandmother on that quiet street you live on in that big Beacon Hill mansion. And I’ll have her put down, too. But first…”

      He yanks his hand from my face, and I push my tongue against the laceration, wincing at the sting. Deion crosses the small cabin and pulls open the door. Moments later, a stocky man in a perfectly tailored suit enters, dragging Rochelle with him. My breath catches in my throat, and a scream of denial rebounds against my skull.

      “Now I have your attention.” Deion laughs. “I’ll start with her. Piece by piece. It appears someone already took her tongue. But there are plenty of other parts of her I can slice off.”

      Bending down, Deion slowly lifts his pant leg and removes a long knife from an ankle sheath and walks over to Rochelle. She doesn’t even flinch as he drags the tip down the side of her face and behind her ear.

      No.

      She smiles.

      And goddamn. It’s a scary-ass sight. I swear a shiver rocks down the other guy’s shoulders.

      “Your choice, Niall,” Deion warns me. “Either give me what I want, or I start cutting. And I know how to make it last. She’ll feel every slice.”

      I hate him. A helpless fury pounds inside me like a steel drum. I don’t think I’ve hated anyone as much as I do him.

      He shrugs one shoulder. “Fine with me.” And he goes for her ear.

      “No,” I snap. “I’ll tell you.”

      Rochelle looks at me. And has the nerve to roll her eyes. Well, hell. I’m trying to save her ear.

      “Good choice.” He smiles and strides over to the desk before picking up a pad and pen from the top. Crossing back to the bed, he tosses both at me. “Write down that shanty and draw the pieces of the medallion. If you leave anything out, that bitch is dead.”

      “That’s going to be pretty hard to do with this on.” I hold up my arms, showing him the cuffs just in case he forgot about it.

      With a sigh, he swiftly cuts through it. “Try anything, Niall, and—”

      “I know, I know. She’s dead.”

      My mouth might be all snark, but inside, I’m terrified. He gives me one last hard look then leaves, taking the other guy with him.

      Rochelle heaves a sigh, then hops over to the bed and falls back on it, face scrunched in irritation. Her fingers move, and because of her bound hands, it’s harder for me to follow what she says, but I get the gist of it.

      “Well, excuse me, but I couldn’t risk him filleting you like a fish,” I sign and say back to her. “I happen to like you with all your parts.”

      Shock blanks her expression, and she blinks, gaping at me. Then her eyes narrow, and her fingers move again. “You know ASL.”

      “Sure do,” I drawl, signing back to her.

      “So you understood us the whole time.”

      “Sure did.”

      “You’re a sneaky bitch.”

      “Why thank you.” I preen.

      A blinding grin lights up her face. “I knew you had your grandmother in you.” A warm glow bursts in my chest at that compliment, and I return that smile. She nods down at the pad and pen. “We need a plan.”

      “I know. And I get you’re irritated I’m giving him The Iron Nymph’s location. But I was thinking, even with it, he’ll still need time to sail there. By now, Zaid knows we’re gone and has probably figured out who’s behind it. He’ll be on his way as well. We just need to buy him time.”

      “That’s good thinking. I’ll give you that. But we also need a plan to protect ourselves.”

      She holds up a finger then, bending her knees, she presses a fingertip against the heel of her boot. A hidden compartment pops out, revealing a blade tucked inside.

      “You are such. A. Bad. Ass.”

      Rochelle shrugs. “It’s what I do.”

      I snort. “You wouldn’t happen to have another one, would you? That asshole took my dagger.”

      “You don’t need mine.” She cocks her head. “Because you’re wearing a pair of my boots.”

      A grin slowly spreads over my face.

      “I’m wearing your boots. Fuck. Yes.” For the first time since waking up in this damn cabin, power beats within me, replacing nerves. The anger, though. That’s still burning a path through me. And I’m clinging to it. “All right. Let’s plan.”
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      “Are you sure this is the right place?” Deion demands, frowning at the ring that completely rims the lagoon and island.

      A huge volcano encompasses most of the land, and sparse trees and a narrow strip of beach encircle the base. Rocks spill out into the lagoon, and I can’t lie, it looks…formidable.

      “This is where the shanty and the clue pointed to, so yes.”

      “How are we supposed to even get past the outer rim?” he snaps.

      “That sounds like a captain problem,” I suggest. Not really. I’m being super petty.

      Deion’s lip curls in a sneer. “Don’t test me, Niall.”

      He stalks off to the helm, and moments later, his ranting reaches me and Rochelle. She smirks, shooting me a sidelong glance. With her hands still bound and mine retied, we’re careful to make sure no one sees us communicating. But I’ve noticed that Deion and his men—a crew of all men…if that doesn’t tell me everything I needed to know about my ex—have dismissed her because she’s non-verbal. They don’t see her as a threat, regardless that she’s on Zaid’s crew. And me? Well, Deion only views me as a society princess who plays at a businesswoman. So no, he has no problem with leaving us together. And neither he nor his men are paying attention to our hands.

      Their stupidity is our benefit.

      “Don’t push him too hard. We don’t want him to separate us,” Rochelle warns, signing slower because of her cramped, bound hands.

      “I’ll stop,” I promise. “But it’s so hard. I truly understand why Zaid wants to kill him.”

      Rochelle huffs out a chuckle. “We’re biding our time. Remember the plan.”
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      Deion returns and I play nice. Which means I shut the fuck up, and twenty minutes later, his captain finally locates the entrance, and we sail into the lagoon. I expected a tropical heat, but instead, cool mists rise, completely enshrouding the hull of the ship. It’s like we’re slicing through a cold bank of clouds, and I shiver, my cotton shirt no shield against the weather.

      “Ahead!” one of the crew yells out. “There’s an opening in the volcano just ahead!”

      In spite of the circumstances, a low hum buzzes under my skin. I lean forward, searching for a glimpse of what he described. And yes, in moments, it comes into view. Just on the other side of the rocks jutting out into the lagoon… It’s like a deep slice into the mountain. This time when I shiver, it’s not due to the weather.

      No way in hell can we fit in that.

      “Sail through!” Deion commands.

      He’s on a fucking suicide mission and doesn’t care if he takes us with him.

      I glance at Rochelle, and her narrowed gaze studies the volcano. The fear that isn’t evident on her face crashes inside me like waves beating against a shore. My breath is a loud wind tunnel in my head and ears, and I curl my fingers into my palms.

      It’s almost over. It’s almost over and you’ll be free.

      I’ll be free to say to Zaid what I was afraid to when I had the chance.

      I’ve been living afraid for four years.

      Afraid to be vulnerable.

      Afraid to let people in.

      Afraid to love.

      I can admit now—can see now—that it’s been a lonely existence. I believed my soul mate—my one chance at that spirit-deep connection with another person—had passed along with Caleb. But now, I get that he was the first love of my life, meant for that time, that season of who I was. We can have more than one of those powerful connections; life isn’t so cruel that she gives us one and somehow that’s screwed up, so are we.

      Zaid blew that theory to hell and back. No, because our lives are so finite, and we are infallible and fragile, Fate or God, or whatever, takes pity on us humans and gives us many chances. And each time we’re blessed to find that person who sets our soul to flight, it’s special—because the person is special. They’re our treasure.

      Zaid is my treasure, and I don’t want to live alone anymore. Even if he takes the Emerald Lady and walks away from me, I still took a chance with this treasure hunt. I still took a chance on him. On loving him. And it’s changed me all for the better. Loving him has made me stronger, braver. I’ll never regret him.

      But please, God, let me have the chance to tell him.

      The ship glides through the rocks, and I hold my breath. Then we’re sliding into the crevice. The gaff rig scrapes the walls, and the mast creaks in protest. But then we’re pushing through, and I exhale.

      Moments later, we enter a cavernous chamber.

      But that’s not the miracle.

      That honor belongs to the pirate ship swaying on the bay waters. A massive schooner stretches at least two hundred feet and dingy, tattered fore-and-aft sails hang from the main and foremasts. A figurehead of a woman draped in a flowing gown decorates the bow, and it declares the identity of the ship.

      The Iron Nymph.

      We did it. We found it.

      “Oh my God,” I breathe.

      Deion laughs and grabs me close, covering my mouth with his in a kiss that has my stomach churning in disgust. Bile races for the back of my throat, scalding the lining.

      Violated. I feel violated.

      Wrenching back, I tuck my chin, lift my shoulders, and spear the top of my head into his nose and mouth. The impact peals through me like a struck gong, and I stumble back, trying to clear my ears of the ringing. Rochelle shifts behind me, steadying me. My head throbs, and there’s a throbbing in my skull, but a damn-near-feral satisfaction roars within me.

      Blood streams down from Deion’s face, his enraged screams echo in the cavern.

      I might have just fucked myself. He might be about to throw me over this damn railing into the water below. Or he might kill me with his bare hands.

      I. Don’t. Give. A. Fuck.

      He shouldn’t have touched me.

      I’m not his.

      “Bitch,” he snarls as the man from earlier rushes over with a cloth that Deion holds to his nose. He’s going to need more than a rag. That motherfucker’s broken. Good. “I’m going to make you pay for that.”

      He stalks over to me, backhanding me so hard, the inside side of my other cheek cuts into my teeth and I have a matching set. My head snaps to the side, and the ringing in my ears increases, deafening me. Fire consumes my face. But I still slowly straighten, and taking a page out of Rochelle’s book… Smile. And since I can taste my blood, I hope it stains that smile.

      “Bitch,” he snarls again. Giving me one last hate-filled glower, he stalks across the deck. “Let’s go. Down to the tenders.”

      Several of his men come over and snatch me and Rochelle up, and minutes later we are herded down to the companionway, to the tenders, and we’re racing across the water. One of the men sends a rope ladder up to the railing of The Iron Nymph, and Deion climbs the ladder first. I swallow a snort. That asshole hasn’t done anything but feed off other people’s work like a parasite, but of course he’s the first person to enjoy the bounty.

      How did I not see the greed and evil that writhes beneath his handsome exterior?

      I’m shoved up the ladder next, Rochelle behind me. As soon as my feet hit the deck, awe momentarily swamps my anger. The wood creaks underneath my feet, and there’s a very good chance the deck might cave at any moment given it’s hundreds of years old, but still… Jesus, we’re standing on an ancient pirate ship. One that was lost to legend and time, and we found it.

      Grandad, you found it. You did it.

      “You.” Deion points to a man grasping Rochelle’s elbow. “Keep an eye on her. And you.” He glares at me, and his swollen nose and the dark bruises already forming under his eyes only emphasize the hatred. Still hasn’t forgiven me over that broken nose, I guess. “You’re with me. Everyone else, follow me. We’re searching this whole ship until we locate this treasure.”

      He marches me to the low entrance and forces me down the steps into the narrow dark corridor. Dust and dirt spring up as we descend them and walk across the complaining planks. Thin beams of light filter in through several cracks, but other than that, I’m barely able to see two feet in front of me.

      “Goddamn it. Who has the torch?” he barks. Someone’s arm brushes mine, and a second later, a strong beam of light appears before us. “Let’s get to it.”

      Deion and his crew search the main cabin, the bulkhead, the galley, and the smaller cabins off that. Other than a shit ton of dirt, rat carcasses, cobwebs, cracked dishes, and rags, we don’t find anything. No coins. No treasure. No Emerald Lady.

      It’s here.

      That…knowing tingles inside me again. Strong. So strong it’s almost like a burning under my skin. It’s here and we’re close.

      I slowly walk back toward the companionway, and my toe catches on something, sending me stumbling.

      “Shit,” I mutter.

      Moving back, I squat, and eew, sweep my hands across the floor. There. The hatch, of course. We didn’t check the hatch that leads down to the hull.

      “What’re you doing? What did you find?” Deion shoves me to the side, and my ass smacks the floor. Bastard. “Hey.” He waves his guys over, and in seconds, the hatch is open, and he beams the torch’s light down into the hull. Dank air wafts up, hitting me full in the face. Deion rears back and turns to me with a small evil smile. “You first.”

      Did I say bastard? He’s a bitch.

      Balancing on my bound hands, I scoot around and lower a foot, feeling for the ladder. Finding it, I slowly descend into the hull.

      “Can I get some light down here, please,” I yell up.

      The fucker beams it down but doesn’t pass the flashlight to me. But it’s enough.

      Oh God, it’s more than enough.

      “What’s down there?”

      I can’t answer. Because my brain doesn’t fully comprehend what my eyes are seeing.

      Gold. So much gold. And jewels that gleam even in this weak light. Diamonds, rubies, emeralds. Piles of coin. Jewelry. The fabled treasure of The Iron Nymph stretches from one end of the hull to the other. I might be standing in one of the few free spaces.

      It’s like I’ve stumbled on a dragon’s hoard.

      And sitting among the hoard are skeletons.

      Upstairs, I’d wondered why there was no sign of the ship’s crew. Why would they have abandoned it? And now I have my answers. No, they didn’t. They didn’t leave or abandon the ship.

      Maybe because they were trapped inside this volcano or the hull, or hell, I don’t know, magic. Whatever the reason, instead of disintegrating after twenty or so years, these skeletons have remained intact, a “living” testimony to the consequences of greed.

      “Niall,” Deion shouts down. “What have you found?”

      “It’s here,” I rasp, shock still grasping my vocal chords.

      But it’s enough.

      Deion clambers down the ladder, and in seconds, he’s beside me.

      “Holy fuck,” he breathes.

      For once, we agree on something.

      He doesn’t stand there and appreciate the magnitude of what we’ve stumbled on. His men climb down into the hull, and Deion barks out orders. They waste no time breaking out bags and clearing out the fortune. I move to a corner, out of the way, a part of me grieving at the open, gluttonous display of greed.

      And the other part…

      I scan the dark space, searching, searching… The tingling inside of me increases, nearly burning a hole in my sternum. It has to be… Oh. There it is.

      Staying to the shadows, I quietly move to a far corner where a small cabinet sits against the wall. It almost resembles an altar. The last lyrics of the shanty shimmer in my mind.

      For to the Reaper we must all pray; Lest we disturb the Green Lady’s stay.

      Inching closer, I slide the door open and…

      “What did you find?”

      Despair so profound, so deep it aches, throbs in my chest. I turn around, trying to block the cabinet, but Deion shoves me out of the way and grabs the small jade statue inside.

      The Emerald Lady.

      So close. I was so fucking close.

      And I lost her.

      For the first time since he abducted me back, tears burn my eyes. I failed Zaid.

      “There it is,” Deion purrs, holding the statue on the palm of his hand. “Funny how I imagined it would be bigger.” He looks at me, grins. “Thank you, Niall. I’ll be sure to tell Zaid just before I kill him that you helped me find this.”

      I don’t reply. I can barely squeeze a breath past my constricted throat much less words.

      Minutes later, Deion ushers me back to the upper deck. I lock eyes with Rochelle and shake my head at the question in her eyes. Her shoulders sag, and the agony inside me screams louder, the edges sprouting sharp thorns.

      Deion shoves me over to her, and she taps my leg. I glance down, and she motions for me to move closer to her. I want to remind her this mission is over. I fucked up. But I do as she says, slightly turning my body toward her. And while Deion crows about his victory, guiding his men to load the bags of treasure near the opposite railing, she saws through the cuffs around my wrists.

      As soon as they loosen, I grip the shorn ends, preventing them from falling to the deck. I quickly shift behind her and notice that her own ties are barely held together. And then, for the first time, I note that the guy left to guard her isn’t there anymore.

      “Your guard?” I sign.

      “Went for a swim.” Flashing me a small smile. “Get ready. On my signal.”

      “What’s the signal?”

      Another smile. “You’ll know it.”

      Deion strides over to us, a wide grin splitting his face, arms stretched wide.

      “Niall, I should really thank you. Without you, me becoming the richest man in the world wouldn’t be possible.” He pinches my chin, his grip hard, cruel. “Sure you don’t want to rethink which Ito you’ve bet on?”

      “Not a chance in hell.” I jerk free of his hold.

      “Hell can be arranged,” he says, smiling, but that malice glitters in his dark gaze. “Seeing as how your usefulness has come to an end, I can arrange that very soon.” He reaches behind him and pulls his gun free, aiming it at my head. “Goodbye, bitch.”

      A thunderous blast echoes in the cavern, and a split second later, the ship sharply lists to the side, rocks from above plummeting down and crashing into the deck.

      I’m guessing that’s my signal.

      People swarm over the sides of the ship.

      Greer. Khalil. Johan. Rurik.

      Zaid.

      My heart seizes as his golden gaze crashes into mine as he leaps onto the deck. Joy and relief soar, gathering strength and size, shoving against my rib cage, and I gasp in a much-needed lungful of air.

      Rochelle jerks on my arm, and I look over at her, nodding. Right. The plan. Stick to the plan. And now that the cavalry has arrived, there’s a chance this might actually work.

      Although I wasn’t counting on a dangerously teetering ship to complicate matters.

      I scour the grappling bodies for Deion. Coward that he is, as soon as the shit hit the fan, he ran. And I know he’s heading for one of those tenders to make a quick getaway.

      Charging across the deck in the direction of the ladder and the smaller boats, I duck swinging arms, pausing to deliver an undercut to a rib before continuing. Shouts and grunts of pain ring out around me, but I can’t allow them to distract me. If Deion gets away with the Emerald Lady, then this all means nothing.

      The man who originally threw Rochelle into the cabin back on Deion’s ship jumps into my path, a gun raised at my chest. Dropping low, I blow out his knee with one kick and then dislocate his jaw, following it with a roundhouse kick that knocks him out cold. It takes all of three seconds, and then I’m barreling forward again.

      There.

      The back of Deion’s white shirt billows as he climbs onto the railing.

      No.

      I thought I screamed the word in my head, but I must’ve yelled it aloud, because he pauses, looks in my direction. With a mock salute, he throws a leg over onto the ladder, but no. I can’t… He can’t…

      Lunging forward the few feet that separate us, I grab his other leg and heave all my weight backward, hauling him back onto the deck. Both of us hit the planks with a hard, breath-stealing thud, and the rotted wood, further weakened by the explosion, fragments beneath us.

      I scream, scrabbling for purchase, splinters sliding under my skin. But when Deion’s arms lock around my waist, it’s no use. We’re both going to crash into the depths of the ship below.

      “I got you.” Big, strong, tatted hands grab my forearms. Zaid’s face appears above me, and I emit a soft cry. “I got you, pet. Hold on.”

      “Deion,” I manage to gasp out.

      “I see him.” His mouth flattens, but he doesn’t stop pulling me out of that dark hole.

      Even if it means saving his brother’s life.

      Holy shit.

      Zaid loves me.

      And now I’m that girl for getting misty eyed in the middle of Armageddon. Damn.

      “You all right?” Zaid asks, towing me up the final inch first then grabbing his brother’s arm.

      I nod, grabbing Deion’s fingers and peeling them from the hard grip he has on my shirt. My knee hits the deck, and I swiftly turn and scoot out the way as Zaid hauls Deion up, both his hands wrapped around his brother’s upper arm.

      And that’s when I see it.

      The gun in Deion’s other hand.

      He’s going to kill Zaid even though he’s trying to help save his life.

      Rage pours out of me in a vicious, uncapped flood. With a scream, I hit the heel of my boot, snatch the blade from the hidden compartment, and with a tight roll, lunge and bury it in Deion’s neck, twisting the hilt.

      Shock widens Deion’s dark eyes, and the gun tumbles from his hand as he scratches at his neck, attempting to reach the knife and pull it free.

      “Let me help you with that,” I snarl, and snatch the blade out. Blood shoots out of the wound like a geyser, spraying me and Zaid.

      I plunge it deep again.

      Blood bubbles out of Deion’s mouth, and he gurgles, his eyes rolling to the back of his head.

      Zaid releases him, and his brother plummets to the darkness below.

      I fall back on my ass, breath heaving out of my chest.

      “Niall,” Zaid says.

      My head jerks to him, and I stare into his eyes.

      “I’m not sorry,” I rasp, shaking my head. “I did it so you wouldn’t have to. I did it because he wanted to take you away from me. I’m not sorry.”

      “I know, pet.” He reaches for me, and just then, the ship gives a mighty groan, and it shifts, dipping so far to the side, we slide across the deck, hitting the railing, almost tumbling over the side. “We need to get the fuck out of here.”

      He crawls over to me and slides an arm around my waist, locking me tight against his side.

      “You might want to hold on,” he warns with a smile, echoing the same words he said to me just days ago when he kidnapped me at my wedding.

      He leaps up onto the railing, and jumps.

      And like then, I hold on.

      But now I want to hold on forever.
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      “Have you checked on your people? Are they going to be okay?”

      I turn away from the view of the atoll and The Iron Nymph’s tomb to glance down at Niall, and like the first time I noted the bruises on her cheek and lip, my gut tightens with rage. If I could swim down, dig my brother up from his watery grave, and kill him again, I would.

      “What’re you talking about?” I ask, rubbing my thumb over the cut at the corner of her mouth.

      “They just sailed away from a legendary treasure after having to watch it sink to the bottom of the ocean. They may need counseling after this,” she says, a smile flirting with the sensual curves of her mouth.

      She’s teasing. And hell, it might be true.

      All that gold and all those jewels. We were able to save a couple of bags, but most of it tumbled over the edge of the ship into the waters or went under with The Iron Nymph and will most likely never be seen again.

      But they’d engaged in a great fight. We didn’t lose anyone. And we got back Rochelle and Niall. I can’t say save since they pretty much rescued themselves.

      And Niall saved my life.

      And she saved me from having to take my brother’s life.

      Saved me from one day having to look my parents in their eyes and explain that I took their son’s life.

      Love for this beautiful, courageous, intelligent woman backs up into my chest and throat, and no amount of clearing will make it disappear.

      “Thank you.”

      She tips her head back, squinting up at me.

      “For?”

      “Where should I start? For saving the life of my crew member. No, my friend, my family. Rochelle told me what you did for her.”

      “What I did for her?” Niall snorts. “Please. The woman has blades built into her boots. She saved me right back.”

      “She also told me you never wavered in your faith that I would come for you.”

      “For both of us,” she corrects me. “We had a mission to complete.”

      “Niall.” I cup her cheek and tilt her head farther back, staring down into her brown eyes. Eyes I was so afraid I’d never see shining with light and laughter again. “When I realized you’d been taken, I didn’t give a fuck about the mission or the Emerald Lady. All I wanted was you back. Safe. Whole. I just needed you back with me.”

      “I know,” she says, smiling, her fists curling into my shirt.

      “You know, huh?” I arch an eyebrow, but I’m fighting returning that smile. God, there’d been a time when I didn’t think I’d ever have a reason to smile if it wasn’t for revenge. “How?”

      “The moment you chose to save my life even though it meant saving your brother’s, too. That’s also when I knew you love me.”

      I could deny it, but why would I? After looking not just my death but hers in the eye, I can’t allow another second to pass without telling her what’s been in my heart for longer than my head wanted to acknowledge.

      “Yeah, I love you. More than I imagined possible. This”—I press hand to my chest, dig my fingers in over the space directly over my heart—“didn’t beat before I saw you standing at that altar. I’ve traveled all over the world, seen sights both of this natural world and out of space and time. Met beings I believed were only part of stories in books. I thought I’d seen it all, done it all and nothing could surprise me. And then I met you. Then I took you for myself, and maybe the most selfish thing I’ve ever done became the one act that redeemed me. You brought light, laughter, joy, hope, and love into my life, and I found out I knew absolutely nothing about adventures and escapades and quests. Not until you. Loving you, Niall, waking up beside you every day, and discovering something new about you will be my biggest adventure.”

      I lift my other hand and cradle her face, pressing my cheek to hers, inhaling that sandalwood and cream scent. Thanking a God that I abandoned but who hadn’t quite abandoned me that I’m able to.

      “You, Niall Hudson, are my treasure. Not a shipload of gold and jewels. Not the Emerald Lady. You. I’d choose you a thousand times over.”

      “Well damn.” She sniffs and chokes out a waterlogged laugh. “Who knew you could be such a romantic? That pretty much blows my whole speech out the water.”

      I lift my head and brush my lips over hers. “What speech?”

      “How I love you and that if you don’t admit that you love me in return, I will use you as target practice until you do.”

      Laughing, I tunnel my fingers through her curls and bury my face in their welcoming thickness. This. I get to do this for the rest of my life. I’m a lucky bastard.

      “Only one problem, though,” she murmurs against my throat.

      “What’s that?”

      “What do I get you for a wedding gift?” She pulls back and, scowling up at me, jabs a finger in my chest. “And don’t you fucking dare say we’re not getting married. After you ruined my first one, you owe me.”

      “Damn, do you file those down to knives?” I tease, wrapping my fingers around hers and kissing her palm. “Yes, I will marry you since you asked so sweetly.” Ignoring her growl, I press another kiss to her wrist. “And what are you talking about a wedding gift?”

      “I mean, you said you didn’t need the Emerald Lady. Well, what am I supposed to do with this?”

      She reaches into her pocket before pulling her pouch free. Tugging open the drawstrings, she withdraws a small statue. A jade statue.

      The Emerald Lady.

      “How?” I whisper, staring at the statue that is no bigger than her palm.

      Awe fills me as I trace the delicately carved headdress and facial features. Her robes flow like water over her curvaceous figure, and they pour into two urns at her feet. It’s exquisite.

      And how in the hell is it here?

      “Niall, Rochelle told me Deion had it. That he’d found it.”

      “So you were going to save him believing he had the Emerald Lady and forfeiting everything you searched and hoped for these last five years? Oh, you really love me.”

      “Niall.”

      She chuckles, then shrugs. “It just so happens that among my many talents—negotiating a killer deal, running a multimillion-dollar company, handling a knife, solving sea shanty riddles—I’m also a very proficient pickpocket. Grandad got a huge kick out of it. I snatched it from Deion when we fell to the deck after I dragged him back off the railing.”

      I throw back my head, laughter rolling out of me. This is joy. This is peace. This is love.

      This is Niall.

      Throwing my arms around her, I hoist her high and she cups my face.

      “I love you, Zaid Ito.”

      “I love you more, Niall Hudson.”

      Lowering her head, she kisses me and I’m so complete, every moment of pain, anger, starvation, and loneliness that led me to this place, to this woman was more than worth it. And I’d tread that path again if it meant being here with her.

      Always.

      “There’s one more mission we have to do, and the sooner the better,” she murmurs against my lips.

      “Yeah? What’s that?”

      “You have to meet my grandmother. Preferably without a knife to her throat.”

      Well, shit.

      Sighing, I press another kiss to her mouth.

      “Good thing I love living dangerously, pet.” Setting her back on her feet, I grin. “Let’s start now.”
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        * * *

      

      Thank you so much for reading! If you enjoyed Niall and Zaid’s story, please consider leaving a review! Need more of them in your life? Be sure to check out the spicy bonus epilogue!

      Not ready to leave Atlantis? Next up is To Kidnap a Princess! Juliette and Maura were childhood friends turned lovers, but when Juliette’s father drove Maura away, she promised to return…but never did. So what’s a princess to do but kidnap herself!

      Keep reading for a sneak peek!
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      Kidnapping myself was the easy part. I know the guards’ schedules like the back of my hand. I grew up in the castle, dodging nannies and tutors in favor of playing in the cove where the waves kiss the rocky shore. I left my pack tucked behind one of my mother’s rosebushes, filled with enough gold sewn into the lining to make my back ache, some snacks, and a particularly inspired piece of lingerie to impress Maura with.

      I made it to the docks in record time and identified the agreed-upon ship, a wicked-looking one with a mermaid carved into the bow and nine-pointed star on the sails. The Drowning Maid. The captain even welcomed me warmly, walking into his quarters…

      Where he chained me to the desk and left.

      “It seems I’ve made a mistake.” This was only supposed to be a pretend kidnapping, a way to get me out of the castle and far enough from land to use the piece of eight I may or may not have lifted off that Cŵn Annwn ambassador. I was going to impress Maura with my cleverness so she’d see that I am finally a worthy partner.

      Unfortunately, it looks like I’m going to need a rescue after all.

      The ship sways a bit. My stomach flips; we must be leaving the docks. I’m not an innocent, no matter that I’ve lived my entire life in the castle I was born in. I know what men like these are capable of. I’ve read the books and listened to the reports delivered to my father. I’d like to think these pirates aren’t the same kind of men as the ones from those reports, but this kidnapping has become unfortunately nonconsensual.

      If we reach the open sea…

      Damn it, there’s no help for it. Guess I have to be Maura’s damsel in distress.

      With a muttered curse, I twist around to reach the ring on my chained hand. It’s a lovely thing, though its bronze is slightly discolored with age. The sapphire isn’t particularly large, but it’s clear and pretty.

      I hesitate, but there’s no time to waste. Maura’s ship, The Kelpie, was last seen half a world away. Even with magic speeding the journey, it might take her days to reach me.

      If she even comes…

      No, I can’t think like that. Maura will come for me. She gave me this ring the last time I saw her, sixteen and filled with so much hope for the future. I can still feel the sun on my face and her strong hand gripping mine as she slid it onto my finger.

      A promise, love. I might not be back for a while, not until I’ve made a name for myself, but I will be back for you. If you need me, I will come for you.

      Even though so much has changed between us in the time since then, surely that hasn’t. I didn’t doubt that she’d still want me when I put this plan into place, and I can’t doubt it now.

      Before I can talk myself out of it—and I’m very good at talking myself into and out of things—I twist the gem until I feel a click. I inhale, and magic courses out in a pulse that makes my skin buzz.

      No taking it back now.

      I arrange my robe around me and slump back against the desk. This is so ridiculous.

      The ship sways as we continue to cut through the water. I haven’t traveled much outside of one-day excursions, and my stomach makes a sickening dip in time with the waves.

      Oh gods, am I going to get seasick?

      Truly, this is a mess of epic proportions.

      To distract myself, I look around the cabin. It’s nice enough, I suppose. I don’t know what a captain’s quarters normally look like. These might have started quite luxurious, but there’s wear and tear visible everywhere from the pitted wooden floor beneath me to the chipped and stained desk that smells faintly of stale alcohol, to the shabby hammock that hangs in the corner. There’s another smell that I want nothing to do with coming from that corner.

      I…did not think this through.

      The swaying of the ship picks up until it feels like we’re skimming over the waves. The lurch makes my stomach twist and spiral.

      I examine the chains. I could pick the lock…probably…but that’s only a temporary solution.

      Still, better than nothing.

      The captain didn’t search me before he locked me in here, so it only takes a few minutes to work the lock with the picks in my pocket. It clicks open almost silently. “Well, that’s something.”

      I stand and shake my hand a bit, working the tingles out. I suppose the next thing to do is find a weapon. The thought makes me sigh. My father’s weapons master says I’m hopeless at combat. Too distractible. Too often spouting quick quips instead of finding my opponent’s weakness and exploiting it.

      “Plan, plan, I need a plan.” Now’s not the time to get distracted.

      I drag in a breath and start snooping around the room. There’s a logbook that’s seen better days, a chest full of clothes that I will not be touching, and… “There we go.” A wickedly curved knife that will do the trick in a pinch.

      I’ve just turned for the door when a cry goes up among the crew. I recognize the panic. It’s the same I heard the last time Maura came to port in Ashye. Or tried to. I watched from the castle with my heart in my throat as her ship was driven away by the navy. We were both nineteen, and she’d created that reputation she’d always wanted, a young pirate captain so fearsome that ships would surrender without a fight. Not someone my father wanted in his city…or around his daughter.

      She never tried to come back.

      Surely she hasn’t made it here this fast, though. It seems to defy belief. Staying put is the smartest thing to do, but curiosity has its hold in me, and I can’t resist trying to catch a glimpse. With how my luck is going, it’s just as likely that it’s some other pirate who’s taken exception to the dear captain and decided to do what pirates do.

      Or worse…my father has sent the royal navy after me.

      I hoist my bag over my shoulder and crack open the cabin door. Shouts and pounding feet greet my ears, but I can’t see anything properly without going out onto deck. At least the captain is nowhere in evidence, but that doesn’t really mean anything. He’s close. He has to be.

      I yank the door all the way open. No point in trying to be sneaky; as soon as I breach the narrow doorway, everyone will see me. I drag in a breath and charge forward...only to stop short when I get a good look around.

      It seems like only minutes since the captain chained me to his desk, but apparently more time than I realized has passed. The shore is a smudge in the distance, much too far away for me to swim, even if I were a strong swimmer. I’m not. “Shit,” I breathe.

      The ship jerks to a stop.

      It happens so suddenly, I stagger a few steps forward. The crew cries out in fear and then anger as everyone rushes to the left side of the ship. What’s going on? But I know, don’t I? Maura is here. She’s come for me.

      “Where is she?”

      Even over the wind and other sounds, even with so many years and far too much baggage between us, I would know Maura’s voice anywhere. My throat tries to close, and I rush forward, elbowing my way through the crew to get to the side of the ship.

      And there she is, standing on the railing, one hand on a rope to steady her, with her long blonde hair whipping in the wind. Maura.

      I must say it aloud, because the crew starts to realize I’m among them. They curse and jump back as if I have some sort of contagious disease. The captain is the only one who doesn’t. He glares at me. “You didn’t mention you were bound for The Kelpie.”

      “You didn’t ask,” I say primly. “I’ll be going now.”

      He looks like he wants to argue, but with the crew muttering around him and making the sign to ward against evil, he doesn’t have much of a choice. He spits at my feet. “Get off my ship.”

      “Happily.” I turn for the railing, only to pause. “Um, how?”

      “You want her?” The captain’s voice becomes a roar. “Well, then go get her.” He shoves me.

      My hips catch the railing, and for a moment, I think it will be fine, but he shoves my shoulders again, and then I am very much not fine. I tip over the railing and fall.

      It’s a longer fall than I expected. I have a moment to realize why the crew members were so scared before I hit the water.

      Maura somehow lifted their entire ship into the air.

      

      Read To Kidnap a Princess now!
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