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Chapter One 

Charlotte dragged her body along the sandy shore, her dress heavy, making it difficult to move with much speed. She longed to close her eyes and rest. Her lungs felt tight, and she wheezed between breaths. Further, she pulled herself along, well away from the foamy water dotting the shore like ruffled lace. She had no idea how far the ocean had tossed her, or what island she’d just washed up on. Damn the misleading brochures and their exotic promises. Her vacation hadn’t gone at all as planned. The weeklong soiree of erotically charged nights with handsome men would remain as nothing more than pure fantasy. Her one time to escape and be someone else for a change had gone horribly wrong, and may have sealed her fate.  

She reached up to her cheek and remembered the last few moments before her body hit the icy water. He’d been suave, debonair, a smooth talker who packed a wallop in his pants as well as with his fist. Her consistent poor judgment in men should have taught her something, at least set off a warning bell to her instincts, but she was a sucker for intelligent conversation and the hypnotically endowed.  

Charlotte swallowed hard against her dry throat. She stared at her wrinkled fingers, surprised at how the puckered skin made her look well beyond her thirty-two years. The ends of her auburn hair were twisted and knotted with seaweed, a far cry from the elegant French twist she’d had professionally done by a bleach-blonde stylist onboard. Her reflection at the time had suggested royalty and a woman to be desired. Now the illusion was ruined. 

Finally, her arms gave out and she rested her tear-stained cheek into the sand. As the tip of her tongue slid along her lips, she grimaced. Bitter saltwater and rough grainy sand had erased the delicious tasting late vintage Pinot Noir she’d savored earlier on the Lito Deck. She could only hope someone would notice her absence from the boat and call out for a search and rescue team. In the meantime, at least she was on dry land.  

Charlotte attempted another deep breath that broke into a painful coughing fit. Each cough sent sharp pains throughout her head. A tear formed in the corner of her eye. When the fit subsided, she groaned. Miserable didn’t even begin to describe how she felt. When she opened her eyes, Charlotte noticed a dark object appear a mere inch from her face, blocking the view. A black boot, long and shiny. Someone had seen her after all, and she sighed in relief. Clean clothes and a glass of brandy would do the trick.  

Before she had a chance to express her gratitude, the tip of a sword sank into the sand uncomfortably close to her outstretched hand. She didn’t consider it a friendly gesture. 

“I’m afraid you be having to move, my proud beauty.” 

The deep voice brought on a sudden burst of goose bumps across her flesh. “Please…” Her voice came out faint and raspy. It took several tries of clearing her throat before she could finish. “Please. I can hardly move. My muscles ache from head to toe.” 

“I only be askin’ once, wench. Move.” 

From the gruffness of his tone, she didn’t question how often he got his way. She stared at the black boot, so defiant and firm in its stance. To add insult to injury, he prodded her shoulder with it. 

Charlotte rolled herself over, and focused on the blue sky. Scattered white clouds in the formation of doves floated overhead almost close enough to touch, or so it seemed. She glanced to her left then sighed. Pain racked through her exhausted body repeatedly until the owner of the boot had her full attention. A devastatingly handsome man stood over her wearing a black tricorn hat with a crimson feather. The look on his face suggested he knew something she did not. He squatted down, his long coat opening wide enough to show a white shirt undone to his naval, dark knee breeches, and bucket topped boots. A chain hung around his neck, with a gold coin at the end that swung in a circle above her head. She shivered as a light breeze stole over her damp skin. 

“Ye are resting on my swag, and nothing comes between me and my swag.” 

Charlotte didn’t need a mirror to know she looked like hell, however it did not give him any right to be rude. “I am hardly a hag, sir.”  

Laughter broke out, but from where she couldn’t tell. 

A smile played across his whiskered features, enhancing the etching of wrinkles around his blue eyes. “See here, lassie. I am not one for making idle chitchat. Tis not my style. Remove yourself from the place I want to dig or risk a dagger in your bountiful bosom.” 

She heard a chorus of oohs and ahhs at the stranger’s harsh words, but she still couldn’t see the owners. 

“It looks as though the vote is unanimous.” 

Charlotte gave him a piercing stare. “Says who?” 

“My crew, lassie.” He winked and then turned around. “She be an addled wench. Beautiful, but addled.” Again, laughter broke out followed by applause. 

Charlotte had enough of being talked about and mocked. If an audience of perverted men wanted to make her feel inferior, she’d show them a thing or two. She pushed the backs of her arms into the sand as she struggled to prop herself up. The sudden movement propelled her into another coughing fit. 

“Easy there Miss, you do not sound too good.” 

Clumsily, she batted away a gloved hand reaching for her, and tried again to sit up. A kaleidoscope of faint and blurry faces appeared, and then they, along with everything else, vanished. 

* * * * 

“Looks like she fainted, Cap’n.”  

Phineas Parr gave a nod to his longtime crewmate and friend. “Aye, Bart. Take her to the ship and put her next to my quarters. She must have gotten a hold of some bad rum.” 

His crew laughed in unison as they hoisted the curvy cutie from the ground and carried her away. Phineas brushed away the sand where she had been lying. He knew immediately it was not where the treasure was. He stared at the map, turned it every which way, and then rolled it up. Due East twenty paces. Due West five paces. The words repeated on his lips. He had followed the directions but still come up in the wrong place. It had to be the right island. He could feel it in his bones. The three rocks to the left and the V shaped parting of the trees, just as the drawing suggested. He was running out of time to find the treasure.  

Phineas slid the map into his coat pocket and looked out to the sea. How had the woman come to the island? The only ship in eye distance was his own, The Fortune. Somehow, she managed to be right where he intended to dig. Her womanly form overtop where he was certain would prove for the last time that no one messed with the likes of Captain Parr. Two surprises in one. The lady, and the absence of his gold. He did not believe in coincidences. His father said they meant trouble. When the beauty regained consciousness, he would be there and find out the truth. Phineas rested his hand on the sand where she had lain, still warm from her body. 

She was a sharp-tongued lass, that was certain, with fiery red hair and a batch of alluring freckles along her peach skin. A sight for sore eyes. The way her torn dress exposed her breasts had stirred his interests. He liked how her dress fit like a second skin, tight around the curves of her body. The thought of his crew ogling her, as she lay silent bothered him, and he headed with a quickened step toward his ship.  

Phineas entered the small room beside his quarters to find only his trusted friend, Bart, doing his best to wipe away dark smudges from the beauty’s face with a cloth. She looked peaceful, if not a little worse for the wear. Her breasts rose and fell in a steady rhythm, lips parted slightly.  

In a tone he hoped sounded nonchalant, he asked, “How is she?” 

Bart turned and wrung out the damp cloth in a wooden bowl. “Sound asleep. Looks like she took a beating.” 

Phineas reached forward to move several strands of hair from her face. It disturbed him to see a bluish-purple mark along her cheek, and scratch marks around her neck. Still, the flaws did not deter from her loveliness. 

“Perhaps she hit her head?” 

“I have a feeling she had an altercation with someone. Do you plan to stay here until she wakes?” 

“Aye.” Parr was bothered that someone would harm such a fine-looking creature.  

“I’ll go and see to it the men are working. Will we be digging where you found her?” 

Lost in thought, Phineas had caught only half the question. “You mind repeating yerself old friend.” 

Bart tipped his hat. “Just asked if you wanted us to dig, sir, where we found her. We’ve several more hours of daylight and the men are restless.” 

Surprised he had forgotten all about the treasure, it slipped his mind. The pirate rubbed his head and smiled. “Ah, yes, but not where we found her. The chest is not there. Tell them boys to dig anywhere and everywhere until supper. The blasted treasure has to be on the island.” 

“Yes, Cap’n.” 

Phineas propped his hand on Bart’s shoulder and gave it quick squeeze. “We’ve known one another for thirty years, my friend. You know you don’t have to call me Captain.” 

“Aye, Cap’n, but I’ll do it anyhow.” 

Phineas watched his friend leave and then turned his attention back to the woman. He could not help but stare. Long, black lashes rested gently along the swell of her cheeks. A perfect nose and equally perfect lips, such soft features, inviting, and alluring. She was a vision, but he would have to be on his guard. For all he knew she had been sent by his sworn enemy. He did not want to believe it, especially since she appeared innocent enough. Phineas knew all too well about mirages, and he vowed to keep his wits about him. 

Her eyelids fluttered, sending his heart pounding. Movement from her lips made his body tremble so hard he thought he would come out of his skin. Lips he envisioned to taste of sin beckoned him to walk closer against his instincts. The affect she had on him brought even more concern. Spy or not, her presence onboard could only mean trouble. 

Chapter Two 

Charlotte batted her eyes several times before her vision cleared. The handsome man she dreamt about stood within arm’s reach, mouth set in a flattering smirk. His blue eyes held a look of warmth that abruptly turned dark without warning. He ran his finger along the side of her face and frowned. 

“Yer wearin’ quite a shiner. Man friend give you that?” 

His tender touch helped ease the pain. “I would hardly call him a friend. The man who hit me had more than a casual night together in mind.” Slowly, Charlotte sat up, ignoring the dizziness. 

“I don’t think much of men who hit women.” 

She looked down noticing how conveniently ripped the bodice of her dress was. Her breasts were practically falling out. Determined to not make a big deal of it, she challenged him. “I seem to remember hearing you say something about piercing my bosom earlier, with a dagger no less.”  

His entire body shook as he roared with laughter. “Argh. The crew likes it when I talk tough.” 

Charlotte couldn’t take her eyes off the way the gold coin tapped against his chest when he moved. “I see. So long as it’s only talk.” 

His expression changed, evoking heat from his sensual gaze. “I can think of other ways to keep you in line, lassie, if need be.” 

She shuddered, but not from fear. Where he had touched her face, a new feeling blazed shooting throughout her body. “We hardly know one another.” 

With grace, he removed his hat and bowed. “My name is Captain Phineas Parr. I command this very ship you are on, The Fortune, and I have come to the island in search of buried treasure. And you?” 

A real live pirate? How could she have considered touching a pirate? They were vile, disgusting thieves, or at least in storybooks. She tried to fix her torn bodice as she spoke. “Charlotte Alderman. I have come to this island by accident. I’m afraid I don’t have any fancy title to impress you with.” 

“Pity. I figured you a Duchess or a Queen, perhaps.” 

She felt like one, up until being knocked around by pounding waves for hours on end. “Nope. Simple and old-fashioned.” 

He snorted. “I bet.” Before she could counter his words, he began pacing back and forth, carrying his hat under his arm. “My concern at this time is whether or not you’re a spy.” 

She stopped watching his gold coin sway across his chest, then gave him a dirty look. “A spy! You find me nearly drowned with my clothes torn, and have the nerve to think me a spy?” 

“They come in all shapes and sizes, lass, and in your case, I would say you’re the most dangerous one of all.” 

The man was infuriating. One minute she pictured her hands running along his bare chest, while the next minute she was ready to strangle him with his chain. “How dare you accuse me of something so ridiculous?” 

His brows arched. “It is easy. I am the Captain. I don’t make an apology for my words or behavior.” 

While her body was still exhausted, her temper had no problem flaring up. “You could stand to learn a little tact when making small talk.” 

Charlotte watched the vein in his forehead throb as he cast a vicious look. “Foolish woman, I make the rules here, and the main one is I don’t abide by anyone’s wishes but my own.” 

She’d had enough of his testosterone-fueled tantrum. In her experiences, men were always telling her what to do and acting as though they had the upper hand. No pirate was going to pick up where the last one left off. “You don’t know anything about me and yet so far you’ve managed to belittle me in front of your crew and call me names. I’m so mad I could – spit.” 

The pirate stopped pacing to stand before her with amusement written all over his face. It was then she noticed a dimple in his left cheek, subtle but alluring. Damn him for being exasperating and so sexy at the same time. She started to look away only to have his fingers brush against her chin and gently force her to keep eye contact. 

“I haven’t made up my mind about you yet, so don’t get yer garments in a bind. I admit that you are much too pretty to be a spy.” His gaze lingered, making it difficult for her to breathe. “It’s been a long time since a woman has tried to seduce a map right out from underneath me.” 

Charlotte clicked her tongue. “I can assure you that I’m not a spy, and as for the seduction...” 

He removed his fingers to resume pacing, leaving her words dangling in the air. His touch had been more wanted than she cared to admit and it jostled her mind.  

She watched the way he paced, three large steps, a sharp turn, and another three large steps, as if a soldier marching. All the while, she wondered what kind of command he took in his bedchambers. “My dear, for all I know, you could be lying straight through your pretty teeth. Women can not be trusted on board a ship.” 

“Then why didn’t you leave me where I was?” 

His deep sigh resonated around the room. “Because I did not want you to think me completely ruthless. Regardless, you may have been brought here to distract me from finding the treasure. I know there is gold on the island, in fact I bet my life on it. Where are the people who sent you? We are close, are we not, and they are getting nervous. I can smell their fear.” 

Charlotte massaged her temples and groaned. The guy had a one-track mind. “You’re irritating me.” 

“Why else would you have shown up on the very same island as I? The timing is too much of a coincidence.” 

“Look, I’m not a spy and I haven’t been brought here to cause trouble. Up until late last night or maybe it was early this morning, I can’t recall, I was on a cruise ship. I’d saved up for years to take a vacation and then all hell broke loose.” 

“Ah, so you are a fancy living wench. And here you tried to claim you were simple.” 

Charlotte rolled her eyes and continued. “The last thing I remember was dancing with a man I thought enjoyed my company, only come to find out he preferred my jewels.” She reached up and smoothed her fingers along her exposed neck. “I felt like a princess at a ball wearing my sapphire and diamond necklace. The man I’d flirted with really knew how to throw on the charm, and literally swept me off my feet. It all happened so fast I didn’t have time to stop him. In the middle of a kiss he seized my necklace, struck my face with surprising force, and tossed me overboard. I swam until I reached this island.” 

“So you are in fact a treasure hunter.” 

Charlotte laughed. Damn pirate, always thinking about treasure. “No, I was left an assortment of necklaces and rings by my mother when she passed away. Sapphires, rubies, emeralds, and diamonds. I don’t normally wear them out, but I considered the trip a special occasion. Evidently, I made a poor choice. So, no, I didn’t hunt them, they were a gift. They belong to me.” 

“Treasure belongs to the one who finds it.” 

Did he not recognize the difference between finding and robbing? “The man stole my treasure. What don’t you understand?” 

She highly considered reaching over and giving him a good shake when a foreign voice broke in. “Pardon me, Cap’n.” 

Charlotte snapped her head toward the doorway. In walked a stout man wearing clothing far less formal than Phineas. Long blond hair poked out from beneath a tattered hat, and when he turned, she admired the large gold hoop in his ear. “Don’t mean to interrupt, Cap’n, but I wondered if the lady will be joining us for supper later? Cook requested I find out.” 

Her stomach rumbled at the mention of food.  

Phineas sighed deeply. “I do not think the lass will be up for dining with the likes of us. Make her up a plate, and bring it here. Some wine too. Seems she likes fancy livin’.” 

“Aye, Cap’n. Be lettin you know when supper’s ready.” 

Charlotte folded her arms and watched the stout man leave. The way Phineas talked made her sound like a toddler who couldn’t speak for herself. “I don’t have any problem eating a meal with a table of men. It’s very rude of you to assume otherwise.” 

The pirate held up his hand, palm aimed at her face, and shook his head. “It’s not you I worry about, lass, it’s the crew. Some of them varmints are the scurviest things you will ever see, could make you lose your appetite. While they are shoveling food in their scurvy mouths, they will be feasting on you, with their eyes. I would not want you to be uncomfortable.” 

She sensed a hint of protectiveness in his voice, or at least she hoped. “I’m not a child. I can handle myself fine, thank you.” 

“Aye, and so far you’ve proven yourself quite well at that, have you? Robbed of yer jewels, thrown overboard, and taken hostage by a bloodthirsty pirate.” 

When he put it that way, she found it hard to plead her case. “I’d hardly call you bloodthirsty.” 

“You see only what I want you to see, lass. The bloodthirsty comes when you cross me.” 

Charlotte thanked her lucky stars she would not have to see that. She stretched her arms high above her head and yawned. “I think all this arguing with you is making me tired.” 

He nearly tripped over himself to step up close to her. “Are you feeling faint? Should I get you something to drink?” 

She couldn’t help the smile spreading across her face. “Now Captain, are you fussing over me?” 

There was no mistaking the perplexed stare. “What? No, of course not. I do not care if ye are thirsty or not. Lay back and get some sleep.” 

Charlotte wanted to fight the exhaustion long enough to tell him to stop ordering her around, but she didn’t get the chance. Carefully she sank back into the cot, her head comfortable on the firm pillow. Through half-closed eyes, she watched Phineas grab a blanket and place it over her body. Maybe she’d been wrong about pirates all along. 

Chapter Three 

Charlotte didn’t know how much time had passed when she woke, but Phineas was still in the room. On his face, he wore a pensive expression as he stared out the small porthole window. One leg was crossed over the other, his body resting against the wall. Beneath his layers of pigheadedness, she noted his handsome features, strong, determined, and a trace of mischief. When she cleared her throat, he shook himself out of his thoughtful daze. 

“I don’t expect you to hang around here all day. Don’t you have buried treasure to find?” 

He removed his hat and scratched his head. “My crew does the digging. How ye be feelin, lass?” 

“Much more rested, thank you. Did you stay with me the entire time?” 

“Of course not. I am a busy man. You have been asleep for hours. I came back to let you know yer supper was on its way, but I did not know whether to wake you or not.” 

Charlotte swung her legs off the cot and sat up, resting her elbows on top of her knees. “I’m so hungry I could eat sand, though I’m not partial to the taste.” 

“Yer in luck. Our cook makes us hearty meals that are pleasant to the taste buds. In fact, we are often spoiled.” 

“I thought the pirate’s life was harsh and unforgiving, but you make it sound exciting.” 

“Oh, it is very exciting.” Phineas slid over a wooden crate and set a brass candleholder on top. He struck a match to light three taper candles already burned down to stubs. The little gestures were quickly breaking down her defenses. “Best I can do for a table and mood. I bet the ship you had been on before did up a nice display.” 

Briefly, she recalled the ballroom with its crystal chandeliers, velvet rugs, professional orchestra, and all the food one could ever want. “They went a little over the top, actually. Contrary to your opinion, my idea of a fancy dinner is sitting in front of the television wearing my pink fuzzy socks and comfy sweats. Gosh, you probably don’t even know what a television is, do you?” 

He gave a sexy little snort and crossed his arms. “Of course I know what television is, but I have never watched one. I can’t imagine anything as exciting on a square box as sailing and traveling the world.”  

Charlotte couldn’t remember the last time she’d gone anywhere exciting. The cruise was supposed to be her big adventure, and that ended in a disaster. “You’ve got me there. It doesn’t really interest me much, just something to pass the time. I can certainly live without television. Before I forget, I wanted to thank you for taking me in and being so generous.” 

He had been staring at the corner of the room and then whipped around, nearly losing his balance. “What did you say?” 

“Nothing really, just that I appreciate you giving me food and a place to rest until I’m better.” 

“Cap’n?”  

They both turned and nodded at the stout man holding a tray of food. 

“Aye, Bart. You may enter.”  

She noticed Phineas was flustered. 

“I have brought her supper, Sir.” 

“Very well, set it on the crate.” 

“Aye, Sir. Will she be requiring anything else?” 

Charlotte watched the vein in the Captain’s head throb. “No, Bart. Go join the men. I will be there in a moment.” 

When Bart left, the Captain stood before her, his chest puffed out. The thought of running her tongue along the golden flesh brought warmth between her thighs. Pirate or not, she was attracted to him, enforced even more when he got angry. 

“Did I say something wrong?” 

Charlotte could only imagine how many times he cursed her since they met. It seemed she pushed his buttons every time she spoke.  

“Let us get one thing straight, lassie. I have not rescued you and I have not taken you in. I’m being hospitable, but yer not here as a guest.” 

“Then what am I to you?” 

“My prisoner and a possible threat. Now eat, drink, and get some rest. There be a nightshirt and extra blankets on the barrel behind you.” Charlotte followed the direction of his finger. “You are not to leave this room or go wandering around. This is no place for you.” 

She couldn’t help herself; she had to ask. “What will you do if I take a stroll around the ship?” 

His eyes blazed. “One step out from this room and I will tie you up myself.” 

She enjoyed the image and turned her attention to the large plate of food and generous goblet of wine. “Looks tasty.” 

“Yes, yes it does.” 

Charlotte glanced up but the pirate had turned, muttering to himself as he went out the door. Unable to resist the smell of food any longer, she stuffed herself in a very unladylike fashion, all the while smiling to herself. 

* * * * 

Phineas stormed into the eating quarter’s glancing around the table at his crew, as they sat around eating and laughing with gusto. He plopped into the chair at the head of the table and filled his plate, but his hunger for food had subsided.  

Charlotte. The name sounded sweet plus she had looked very tasty, sitting there with her voluptuous figure, playing him for a fool.  

“You all right, Cap’n?” 

“Of course I am.” He swung his head toward Bart and then slammed his hands on top of the wooden table. “I’m the Captain here. I tell people what to do and how to do it.” 

The men stopped eating and stared at him wide-eyed. His adrenaline surged through his veins. “People fear me.” 

“Aye, aye, Sir,” his crew agreed.  

“I don’t think anyone at this table questions your authority, Cap’n.”  

Phineas took a deep breath as he tried to plaster on his best attempt at a smile. “Bart, old friend, ye are right. My head is not right. It be this damn island.” He brought a jug of rum to his lips and started to take a sip. 

“I think it be the lady.” 

Rum spewed from Parr’s lips as he sputtered. That was the last straw. He stood and sent his chair flying back. “I said it be the island. Do not mock me, Bart, you are way outta line.” He grabbed the rum and stalked back to his quarters. He sat at the edge of his cot and guzzled back half the jug before taking a breath. “Ye are losing your mind here, Phin, get a hold of yerself.” 

As he raised the jug back to his lips, he saw the hourglass shape of a woman standing in his doorway.  

“What are you doing here?”  

Charlotte strolled in, exaggerating the sway of her hips. She snatched the rum from his hands to take a swig. He never knew how sexy a nightshirt could look. The buttons were undone partway with her nipples highly visible through the material. He tried to take the jug from her, but she tilted it, letting a light stream of liquid run down her chin and neck.  

“It seems I’ve made a mess. Could you help me?” 

Her feminine charms were too strong to resist. Phineas unbuttoned the rest of the shirt and swept his hand along her breasts. The trail of rum made a beeline for the space between her legs. She poured a little more over each breast, the droplets sliding over her nipples. Overcome with need, he swirled his tongue along the saturated nipples as she groaned. He felt the heat from her sex rise, the feral scent of her desire mingling in the air.  

“Lass, yer playing with fire.” 

“I think I’m a big enough girl to handle it.” 

“I told ye what would happen if ye stepped foot out of that room.” 

She teased her nipple along his lips and he nibbled roughly. Her face flushed, eyelashes fluttering.  

“Yes, you said you’d tie me up. I didn’t consider that a bad thing.” 

Phineas wanted nothing more than to bring her onto his lap and shove his cock straight through her pussy, but he could not.  

“Aye, I said I would be tying ye up.” 

He picked her up and flung her over his shoulder. In the small room, he laid her on the cot and put her hands over her head. From the floor, he pulled up a rope to wrap it around both her wrists and the cot. She smiled as she watched him with a smoldering look. The scent of her sex tortured him. He could take her at that very moment, but he was afraid. Phineas feared she had been sent to seduce him.  

Her lips turned down as he backed away to the doorway. 

“I am sorry, lass. I will be bidding you goodnight.” 

She screwed her face up and pursed her lips tight. “You bastard, how dare you!” 

The jug of rum fell to the ground. Phineas sat straight up. Had it all been a dream? He did not need to check, of course it had. The angel in the other room was too beautiful and sophisticated for the likes of a pirate. 

He undressed quickly, very much aware of his painful erection, and flopped into the cot. His dreams would be colorful tonight. 

Chapter Four 

Charlotte awoke from an all too realistic dream of the pirate’s tongue teasing her nipples. She squeezed her legs together, feeling the dampness of her panties. If she didn’t think someone could walk by at any time, she’d get herself off just to relieve the urgent need. With a sigh, she turned to her side. All the sleep she’d gotten earlier left her restless. 

The moon shone like a beacon through the loose boards on the far wall, gently lighting the small room. Had no one on the cruise ship seen what happened? Would they continue onto the next port without checking her whereabouts? Her imagination ran wild. She wondered if the man who robbed her had somehow paid someone else off. Strange incidences occurred on cruises, though she never imagined herself involved in one. How would she ever get home? She couldn’t stay on a pirate ship, with nothing but the ocean stretched as far as the eye could see. Could she? 

A figure appeared in the doorway making her gasp in shock. Charlotte pulled the covers up to her chin and watched. Phineas shuffled into the light. She had to cover her mouth to keep from laughing. The Captain continued in, taking little more than baby steps until he stopped in front of her. For a pirate he sure was well built. She’d been eyeing his chest since the morning, but now, in the buff, with the moonlight hitting his skin, she felt obsessed. Before she could protest to his obvious lack of manners, she realized his eyes were closed. He mumbled words she couldn’t understand under his breath. Charlotte had never seen anyone sleepwalk before nor did she know what to do. She watched and waited, intrigued by his nighttime activity.  

Slowly, Phineas walked toward the corner where three large barrels were stacked up, one on top of the other. From the top barrel, he removed a brown box adorned with five gold hoops setting it on a table. He took the gold coin from his necklace and slid it into the tiny keyhole. Muscles rippled along his backside as he moved leaving her with a terrible longing to grab his ass. Well-built with thick thighs, she didn’t let her gaze linger downward in case he turned to face her. To keep her mind off the size of his package, she focused on the box. A tiny creak accompanied the opening of the lid and he removed a red cloth. 

Curious to see what lay inside, Charlotte slipped off the cot and slowly walked up behind him. She’d almost caught an eyeful when he took a step back, crushing two of her toes. Biting her lip she’d kept from crying out, but the lid of the box slammed shut and before she knew what happened, Phineas had turned around, eyes wide open, mouth pulled back in a scowl, his hands wrapped tight around her arms.  

“What are you doing here wench!” 

The tip of his cock hardened alongside her thigh. God how she wanted to peek. “I – I, this is where you told me to stay.” 

His grip loosened immediately and his expression softened. He did not seem to realize he was naked. “Aye, so it is.” 

“It appears that you were sleepwalking.” 

For the moment it seemed he had forgotten about the box altogether. “The crew says I do that, but I never believed them. Apologies if I frightened you lass, that would be the last thing I would want to do.” 

“It’s hard to be frightened when you, well, because you’re naked.” 

Even in the moonlight, she could see his face turn a deep shade of red. “I see. Don’t you look like a vision…” 

She watched his gaze drop down to the slope of her breasts, her nipples tight and near piercing the long white shirt that he had given her. How she should want to feel his skin on hers when she hardly knew him left her baffled. He was nothing more than a pirate, a river rat always on the search for bigger and better things. Gold and treasures were his seducers. Stability would never be his forte. Still, he held her interest.  

“Tell me again, why did you come to this island?” 

Were they back to square one again? Impatience weaved into her words. “I told you, I was thrown overboard. I swam until the ocean had its way and brought me here. I don’t have a hidden agenda, I promise you.” 

“If you are not careful, lassie, I’ll give you a flogging with my cat o’ nine tails. I’ve flogged many who have lied to me.” 

Charlotte tired of his commands. She let the nightshirt fall open, baring her breasts. She had the handsome pirate alone in the room. Both of them naked. Maybe it would help him see that she did not pose a threat. “See here, Captain Phineas Parr, don’t tease me unless you plan to do something about it.” 

“Argh, lass, I like to hear my name spoken from your lips, but you are too bold.” 

“I know what I want when I see it.” 

He folded his arms and smirked. “You know nothing about me, lass. Whatever you built up in your mind, I’m afraid I’ll only disappoint.” 

Charlotte refused to back down. “Never.” 

Parr snorted. “This is foolishness. You be only complicating matters.” 

There it was again. The more he discouraged her, the more she wanted him. “How can you say that? Why do you act like you don’t want me? More than your eyes betray your words,” she said, her gaze traveling to his cock. His size was impressive. 

“You be a sight for sore eyes, lassie, but it can not be. Women do not accuse me of being a gentleman because I do not stick around long enough. My devotion belongs to the sea. I apologize for walking in unannounced, good evening.” 

“Wait, please wait.” 

He turned, but refused to look at her. “What?” 

“What about the box. I saw you open it. Are you going to leave it open in here with me?” 

The Captain’s face changed to anger. He stormed to the box, inserting the gold coin from his chain and locking it tight. “You will never bring up that box again, do you hear?” 

It was difficult to say for sure in the dark, but she could almost make out a tear in the corner of his eye. “I-I’m sorry. I didn’t see whatever is inside. I promise.” 

He scowled and let his words drip with disgust. “In your short time here, you have managed to disrupt everything. I knew it was a bad idea to bring you aboard. Good night.” 

Charlotte didn’t want him to leave angry, but she couldn’t stop him.  

* * * * 

Phineas had seen the look of disappointment cross Charlotte’s face, but he could not be bothered. He stopped in his quarters to put on some clothing and then roamed around the ship to clear his head. The night air would do him good. Had he stayed with her a moment longer, he knew it would be a mistake.  

He had not made it a habit to bed just any dame he laid eyes on, and all his time at sea had kept him from any chance of falling in love. The cursed emotion had eluded him so far, up until now. In fact, he did not know if love was the right word to describe it, but she roused feelings deep inside he hoped had been buried. Women were not good luck on ships, one thing he had heard his father say repeatedly. It was why his mother lived a lonely, solitary life. As much as she longed to go on the adventures with him, she did not trust the sea. She did not want to find out her husband loved it more than her. His father knew a pirate’s life was not for a lady. 

It was through his father’s eyes and love affair with the sea that Phineas grew to love it too, even to appreciate its exotic beauty. The vast ocean satisfied his heart as well as gave him a surge of power, though it did nothing to slake the desire in his loins. Occasionally he shared a bed with the women when they stopped between ports, but none would have his heart the way the wide, open sea did, and none ever could. So why did Charlotte’s name, her lustful image, keep asserting itself into his mind? 

A half moon hung low in the sky surrounded by blackened clouds. He stood at the prow of the boat and watched the fog hang over the ocean. Devil’s breath he called it, pure evil ready to snare him in its trap if he did not keep one eye open at all times. Phineas grabbed his spyglass and looked out. Something waited out there. Biding its time. He could feel the eyes of Fowler watching him, always watching and following close. So far, he had been fortunate and outrun him, but he knew his time would come. His attention needed to be on locating the treasure, not the pleasures of a woman so pure and divine that it threatened his very being. At this moment, he was not sure what he feared more. Fowler’s jagged nails through his heart or Charlotte’s spellbinding advances. 

Chapter Five 

A bevy of footsteps running around the ship woke Charlotte from a restless sleep. She didn’t know if she was expected to wait for Phineas all day, but she didn’t know where she’d go if she could. Her gaze lingered on the box in the corner. Without the key, she couldn’t find out its contents, which was just as well anyway.  

“Knock, knock.” Bart stood at the door with a large black box in his hand. “The Cap’n told me to give you this.” 

Charlotte smiled and sat up, the blanket pulled up to her chin. “I see, and do you do everything he says?” 

“I do not fight him; Miss, if that be what you are asking.” He set the box down on the crate. 

She liked Bart; he seemed good company for the Captain. “Wouldn’t you rather be commanding a ship and telling others what to do?” 

“I do not have commanding in my blood, but Captain Parr does. His father and his father’s father were all pirates and could navigate ships in their sleep. It be in his blood. Do not be too hard on him Miss, he has not had an easy time of things. Especially if he does not find the treasure.” 

Charlotte wanted to ask more but thought better of it. She’d ask Phineas himself.  

The stout man gave her a half-salute followed by a courteous bow. “I be leave’n you to get dressed. When you are ready, there is fruit and bread in the dining hall, it is not much but it will hold. The men have eaten so you will not be bothered.” 

“Thank you for being so kind to me.”  

“Only doing as I am ordered, Miss.” 

Once he left, Charlotte’s imagination started to work over time. How in the hell was it that she slept in a ship full of sex-starved men and still hadn’t gotten laid. Granted most of the crew consisted of beasts for men, but damn if she wasn’t horny! 

She fixed herself in front of the box running her hands along its smooth golden edges. A tiny key stuck out of the heart-shaped lock. With a twist, she heard it click. When she opened the ornate lid, she sighed. Inside there were beautiful dresses in elegant shades of blue, green, and peach, each one more breathtaking than the next.  

“I hope you don’t mind. They were my mother’s.” 

Charlotte recognized the Captain’s voice and looked up. Unable to contain her excitement she ran over to wrap her arms around him. “These are incredible, but I thought you said she wouldn’t sail with your father.” 

Phineas pulled out of her embrace taking a step back. “He bought them for her, on his last journey out. They have never been worn. I don’t know why, but I’ve kept them.” 

She couldn’t ignore the emptiness in his voice when he spoke of his mother. It was a sentiment she could share about her own parents who had died in an accident when she was still a teenager. Though the dresses were beautiful, she was hesitant. “Are you sure you want me to wear them?” 

 “Why not? Tis not like there are any other women on board. Besides, you could use them.” 

She unfolded a peach dress; the least detailed of the four, and smoothed it across her body. “Do you think this will look nice on me?” 

He shrugged but she sensed a smile. It was enough for her. “I’ll take that as a yes. Out you go, a lady needs privacy when she dresses.” 

“Last night you did not seem to mind what I saw.” 

Charlotte wagged her finger at him. “Yes, and you chose not to look. Go!” 

“Oh I saw. The crew and I will be ashore digging for treasure.” 

She didn’t know what had changed from the night, but she liked him in this light. “I’ll come out when I’m dressed.” 

He frowned, making her laugh out loud. 

“Don’t worry, I’ll come out. I told you, I’m not a spy. You can trust me.” 

“I believe ye. If I did not, ye would have been tied up with rope last night.” 

Charlotte planted her hands on her hips. “Is that so?” 

The weariness around his eyes left as he smiled. “I have been known to be knotty.” 

She nearly doubled over with laughter. “I’m sorry but that has to be the worst joke I’ve ever heard.” 

“It be what comes from a life at sea. The ocean listens without judgment.” 

“If you’re trying to make me feel guilty, it’s not working.” 

Phineas paused at the door to glance over his shoulder. “I look forward to seeing you in the dress.”  

She listened to the sound his boots made as he left.  

Eager to put the dress on, she quickly slipped it over her head letting the silken fabric slide down her body. She felt like more of a queen now than she had on the cruise ship. Her hair was still a tangled mess, something she hoped to take care of later, but the rich material cradling her body was paradise. Charlotte ran barefoot to the dining hall, stopping long enough to pop a handful of grapes in her mouth and grab a crust of bread. She picked off small pieces and chewed on them as she made her way across the deck. 

A member of the crew was there waiting to help her into the boat that would take her ashore. Once they reached land the first thing she did was push her toes into the sand, enjoying the warmth and feel of it around her toes. 

Everywhere she looked men were digging in the sand, sweat streaked across their faces. They smiled as she walked by. Whispered comments and compliments started up behind her but faded out with the breeze. She spied Phineas staring at a piece of paper while talking animatedly with Bart.  

“Hello boys. What do you have there?” 

Phineas closed up the map and turned his back to her. “None of your business.”  

“Well, that’s a nice way to talk to a lady.” 

Bart glanced up and let out a long, low whistle. “And a lady you are.” 

* * * * 

Phineas could not concentrate with all the chatter distracting him. He was about to tell the rambling woman to go back to the ship when he got a look at her in the dress.  

“I…I did not. What I meant to say, er, it is just a silly old map. You are a vision.” 

“Thank you.” She twirled and broke out in a series of girlish giggles.  

Every time he saw her she looked more and more beautiful. His cock pressed tight against his breeches. and he pulled his coat tighter around him. He could not explain the depth of his affections for her, it did not make sense. His father’s words alone should have been enough to make him want to keep his distance, but the more he tried to resist her temptations, the more he felt ready to give in.  

“So you said it’s just a silly old map? Do you think I could take a look at it?” 

Phineas hesitated. If she were a spy, it would be the perfect opportunity to take the map and consequently claim the treasure as her own. He wished the stupid notion would leave his mind, but he had to keep his guard up. Did he not? Her green eyes were soft in the mid-morning light. Nothing about her gave him the impression she was being less than genuine. 

“I’m curious, that’s all. You can hold onto it while I look if it makes you feel better.” 

Now he felt like an idiot. “No, it is fine. Have a look. I can not seem to make heads or tails of it anyhow.” 

She slipped her hand along his and then grasped the map. He watched the way she studied it, her lips moving as she silently read. Her lips turned up into a pretty smile and then she gave him an incredulous look. “Are you being serious? You don’t understand this map?” 

“I’m afraid I don’t.” This was the first time he did not have the map anywhere on his body thus making him break out into a cold sweat. His fingers ached and needed to feel the texture against his skin. 

“I’ve never heard of a pirate who can’t read a map. Isn’t that supposed to be part of the job?” 

To hear it from a woman he wanted to impress only made him more ashamed. “I would not call pirating a job, it be more of a curse. I am a poor excuse for a Captain. Sure the love of the sea runs in my blood, but my navigating skills are weak.”  

“Did you think to ask someone to help you?” 

His fingers shook, craving the feel of the map between them. “I would rather drown myself first. You do not call yourself Captain and not deliver the goods, lassie. That be mutiny on my ship.” 

“But it’s your ship.” 

“There are rules you don’t understand. It is not my ship, it is my father’s, and along with it comes living up to his name and reputation. Fowler would bury me alive if he found out I am nothing more than a sham.”  

“I think you are being too hard on yourself. There’s nothing wrong with asking for help when you need it.” 

Phineas could not believe what she was saying. “This comes from a woman who is as stubborn as they come.”  

“I have my moments.” 

She laughed and turned out to look at the ocean, her gaze switching from it to the map. “Wow, I’m holding an authentic treasure map, aren’t I?” 

“Yes, but you can give it back to me anytime.” 

Phineas thought he would go stir crazy if he did not feel it in his hands soon. 

“So the black slashes are paces, right?” 

“Look, you have to know how to read a map. I don’t have time to explain it to you.” 

“I know how to read maps, I be just asking about the slash marks.  

It’s all self explanatory, really.” 

He put his hands on his hips and frowned. “What would ye know about reading a map?” 

“I do it for a living. I studied cartography in university and make my living checking the authenticity of maps and important historical documents.” 

Phineas was stunned. “Yer a strange and intelligent woman. I like that. Maybe ye can help me.” 

When she smiled her eyes lit up like the tiny stars he gazed up at when he could not sleep. “Sure. These circles, they represent boulders, right?” 

“Aye. I figured this small mound here to be a cluster of trees and then counted out the paces in each direction. The treasure’s not there.” 

“Maybe someone else has already claimed it.” 

The thought alone made his blood run cold. “Impossible! I feel it in my bones that it be here, I just do not know where.” 

“What happens if you’re wrong?” 

He snatched the map back out of her hands. “I am not wrong.” 

“Okay, sorry.” 

“Only Fowler has seen this treasure map, and I will not let him have it.” 

“Who is this Fowler you keep mentioning?” 

“Shadrach Fowler. The monster that murdered my mother and father.” 

Chapter Six 

Charlotte put her hands to her mouth. “I’m sorry, Phineas. You were so young. Why did he kill your mother?” 

“Fowler went to see her after he killed my father, expecting to find the map with her. When she did not hand it over, he took her life with his blade. She did not even have it, but the scum does not have a conscience. It’s my fault she died.” 

She wanted to reach out and hold him tight. “Don’t say that.” 

His eyes bore into hers. “Aye, tis true. After I watched Fowler kill my father, I took the map from his quarters. I did not know he was on his way to see my mother, or I would have handed it over.” 

“Then why don’t you let him have it now?” 

“It’s complicated lass. I have to find this treasure, for my mother.” 

Charlotte couldn’t imagine the guilt that consumed him. A surge of strength ran through her body. “Let’s see if we can’t find this here treasure, together. May I see it again?” 

With obvious reluctance in his tone, he handed it to her. “Aye.”  

She moved her finger along the slash marks and studied all the symbols and objects. “What’s this line, here?” 

“It be a crease, the map is very old.” 

Charlotte frowned, it didn’t seem right. “No, I don’t think so. It’s prominent, like it’s meant to be there. I’d almost call it a river, but that doesn’t make sense.” She glanced closer, “No, wait, I think it’s showing an indent, maybe a layer, or hold on, I think it’s supposed to represent a change in elevation. It’s sitting at a lower level somewhere.” 

Phineas shook his head. “Impossible. Tis a land map. It be all one level.” 

She had a gut feeling about it and wasn’t about to be swayed. “Maybe not. Follow me.” 

They backtracked to a small scattering of stones and explored the island. As they walked by a group of piled logs, Phineas’ boot sank and he started to fall over. Charlotte gripped his arm to help keep his balance.  

“Thank you, lass.” 

“You saved me once, remember?” 

“Aye, I’m still trying to figure…” he paused and turned his attention to the map. “This here slope, is just like you said, another level. The treasure has to be here, I can feel it in my bones.” 

Charlotte checked the map as well and nodded her head. “Yes, it has to be!” She felt like a little kid in a candy store. “But where?” 

The Captain closed his eyes as he walked around the logs before falling to his knees. He cupped his hands and used them like a shovel, digging through the sand just below the logs. “If I am not mistaken, I would say these logs were put here for a reason.” 

She reached forward and took hold of a limb. “Should I try and move them?” 

Phineas held out a hand and shook his head fiercely. “No, don’t touch them, lass. You never know when a trap has been set.” He removed his sword and laid it on the ground.  

Charlotte couldn’t stand around and watch any longer. She knelt down beside him and did her best to help.  

“Yer dressed too pretty to be digging there, lass.” 

“Oh stop it. I’m too curious and I don’t have all day to wait for you.” 

“It is here. I can feel it calling to me. Put yer back into it.” 

She couldn’t help but laugh and he immediately joined in. Every once in awhile his arm brushed against hers and the sensation sent tiny jolts of electricity throughout her body. Warmth spread across her face when he would sneak a peek at her between handfuls of sand, his eyes bright and youthful. They were working together, like a team, and it felt right.  

Even though the backs of her arms ached and she had broken into a sweat, she refused to stop. Charlotte paused for a moment to wipe her forehead hearing a thump as Parr’s hands hit something. 

“Aye, lassie, I’d say we found what we be looking for.” 

He wrapped his knuckles against something solid and then brushed away the sand until the top of the chest was visible. Without thinking, Charlotte threw her arms around him. 

“We did it! Should I go and get the crew to help us carry the treasure?” His face was close, too close, she wanted more than anything to have the courage to act on her impulses. 

Phineas shifted and rested his hands on her shoulders. “In a moment, lass. First things first.” 

The Captain leaned forward to deliver a hearty kiss. Her lips radiated with his heat. The kiss started slow, his nose gently sweeping alongside hers, but soon deepened. She parted her lips welcoming his tongue, his breath searing down her throat. Charlotte’s fingers fumbled for his belt but caught the button of his trousers with her nail. Carefully she loosened it from its material and thrust her hand inside. Beneath the layer of undergarments, she reached the object of her fantasies since first laying eyes on him. She felt the hem of her dress being lifted and the stroke of his hand along her sex. He pulled back from the kiss long enough to whisper in her ear, “Ye be as wet as the sea.” 

His lips crushed again on hers before she could beg to feel his cock. Only a short time together and he was already reading her mind. Charlotte stretched back onto the sand and watched him through half-glazed eyes. His erection pushed his trousers away from his body until he removed the interfering clothing. The size of his cock brought a sob from her lips. He leaned forward and inched her dress up until her breasts were bare.  

“I have wanted to wrap my lips around these beauties.”  

She could hardly think straight as his tongue swirled her nipples, thrilling them with the tip of his tongue and then engulfing the peaks with his teeth and lips. The gentle sucking of one and then the other brought her to a dizzying height. It wouldn’t take much to bring her to an orgasm at this point. His cock drummed against her thigh, taunting her.  

“Please, Phineas,” 

His flush face came into view, eyes sparked and his breath heavy.  

“Please what, my beauty?” 

“Please, take me, fuck me. I want to feel your cock inside me.” 

“I like a lass who speaks her mind. If it be fucking ye want, then fucking ye shall get.” 

Her body vibrated at his words. He hoisted her legs up, hooking her knees about his sides, and slid her bottom forward. She tasted the salt of the ocean even caught a glimpse of the blue sky before his fingers pushed the fabric of her panties to the side, his hardness melding into her. It felt like home. He thrust into her, filling up all the emptiness and loneliness she’d accumulated over the years. His length pushed away all her fears and anxieties. Now she could just feel, be, and exist in the moment, to experience all the incredulous emotions streaming through her. Eyes closed she pictured them back on the ship, rocking to and fro, the rhythm he had spoken of, the rhythm of the sea.  

* * * * 

She was hardly aware of anything as she drifted in and out of a euphoric state. The pirate knew his way around a woman’s wants and how to handle her body. His thumb played along her clit in a circular motion as his cock sank deeper inside her pussy. The edge of the orgasm made her body quiver. Charlotte clawed through the sand, as he drove into her time and again. She hooked her ankles together behind his back sliding herself forward, taking him in further. Her hips lifted from the sand and met his quickened pace.  

“I can not be holding back much longer, lass.” 

“Nor can I,” she whispered. Freedom was only seconds away.  

Their steady rhythm increased and he jiggled her clit so fast that she came harder than ever before. Her pussy contracted tightly around his cock and she squeezed, until he cried out. Charlotte opened her eyes in time to catch a drop of sweat streak down his face. His mouth frozen open while he pumped slowly between her legs. When his eyes opened, she smiled. She never expected to have the greatest fuck of her life with a pirate.  

Her body shuddered as Phineas pulled out of her, smoothing her dress down, covering her nakedness. She was putty in his hands. He nestled up next to her and brought his arm beneath her head.  

“How do ye feel, lassie?” 

“I can’t feel my legs, but I can tell you that is a good thing. You were amazing.” 

“I think I have been lookin’ for the wrong treasure all this time.” 

She rested her head in the crook of his arm sprawling her still trembling legs over his.  

“Tell me, Phineas. Why do you think there aren’t many women pirates?” 

His lowered voice was soothing. “I would not presume to know. My father believed that women could never love the sea the same as a man, the way it calls to a man, luring, seducing.” 

She reveled in the feel of his fingers running up and down her arm. “Do you believe the same?” 

“One can find passion in anything. It makes no difference whether as a man or woman.” 

His words were music to her ears. “What do you like most about the sea?” 

“Freedom, mystery, rhythm. The unknown. Not too different from you at the moment.” 

Charlotte giggled as she traced the gold coin that lay on his chest. She remembered how he’d used it as a key. “You were very close to your father, weren’t you?” 

“Aye, and my mother. I was torn between choosing whom I should spend more time with. They were rarely in the same place for long. With his love of the sea and her need to keep her feet on land, I felt my loyalties were always split.” 

“You dealt with a lot when you were young.” 

“Aye. I don’t remember much of a childhood. One minute I was eating the cookies my mother had made, and then the next minute I was sneaking onto my father’s ship. I thought I had something to prove to my father. I thought he would love me more if I showed the same love for sailing.” 

She turned the coin, watching it reflect against the sun. “Did it work?” 

“I never got the chance to find out. He saw me for only a brief moment before he died.” 

Charlotte rose up to her elbow and looked into his eyes. “Oh, that’s awful, I’m so sorry.” She wanted to cry for him, right then and there, but a collective cry of voices interrupted the moment. 

“Captain! Captain!” 

“Ah, sounds like the crew may have come across something. Stay here and I will be right back.” Phineas planted a kiss on her forehead and thrust his clothes back on. He picked up his sword and placed it in its sheath, adding slyly, “The things ye do to me, lass. I should have you walk the plank.” 

Charlotte smiled as he ran to check on his crew. The feeling in her legs returned and she crawled over to the hole they had dug together. She admired the beauty of the treasure chest wondering what lay inside. Jewels? Gold? More clues to another treasure? She stood up, again brushing off more sand from her dress. Carefully she walked up the slant and stood on her toes. Using her hand as a shield from the sun, she tried to see what all the fuss was about. To her horror, she spied an enormous pirate ship with crimson sails nearing shore at an alarmingly fast rate. Men with daggers between their teeth were swinging off the side ropes and charging through water up to their waists. Charlotte could barely make out what Bart was shouting.  

Then she heard a name that made shivers sprout up along her back. Fowler. She watched as the ship cut through the water like a razor. Charlotte panicked. If she stayed and someone saw her, surely they would find the treasure. She couldn’t do that to Phineas. To the best of her ability, she filled in the hole. She worried why the pirate hadn’t returned. The feelings she’d developed for him were strong, and she didn’t want to lose him. Not knowing what else to do, she turned and fled.  

Charlotte hadn’t gone far when she heard a strange sound nearby. She stopped and held her breath. Several minutes passed but there hadn’t been another noise. She tiptoed along the sand, readying herself to sprint to The Fortune, when a hand wrapped around her mouth. She was thrust into a rock solid body reeking of sweat. Wild coal-black eyes stared at her from behind a mop of stringy brown hair. 

“Well, what do we have here? If it ain’t a pretty little maiden all alone.” 

Charlotte tried to scream, but the calloused hand held firm against her mouth.  

“Fowler, what do you want us to do with her? Say the word and I’ll kill her slow.” 

A burly man stepped forward, his face gruff with whiskers and eyes of a demon shark piercing through her soul. He stroked his chin with claws for nails, embedded with what looked like blood. “You’ll have to kill her later. For now, she be of use to us. Women make good bargaining chips.” 

An odd-looking man grabbed at her hair and sniffed it. His face was long and drawn, as if he had not eaten in months. “I get dibs on her hair. Feels like silk.” Several more men surrounded her, all calling out which part of her they wanted. Their putrid breath made her stomach churn. 

A large man with a bulbous nose stepped forward wiping away a string of saliva from his mouth. “She smells of sex. I watched her doing the Captain. Seems she knows a thing or two about how to satisfy a man.” 

A shorter man with yellowish eyes gripped her chin to squeeze her lips into a pucker. 

“Bet ye never had eight men at once.” 

Bile crept up her throat. Moments ago, she’d been happy and carefree. Now her fate rested in the hands of all things…pirates.  

Fowler stepped forward, his voice gruff in its command. “Enough, as if she would have the likes of ye rotting maggots. She will be the one to show us where the treasure is, so ye will keep yer hands off.” 

Charlotte tried to twist herself out from the man’s grip, but he held steadfast. Where was Phineas when she needed him? How did she find herself in one bad situation after another? She would seriously need to reconsider her judgments, especially when it came to men, because they were hazardous to her health. 

Fowler handed a rope to several of the men. They bound her hands tight behind her back. He put his face close to hers, his breath stale and fishy. “Now wench, you show us where the treasure is and we will consider keeping Parr’s head connected to his body after we have killed him.”  

Charlotte bit her lip hoping that Phineas would forgive her for giving up the location of the treasure chest. Dangerous men who she figured were capable of doing anything surrounded her. If she showed them the treasure, she might be able to win their trust, and save Phineas at the same time. It seemed like a long shot, but it was the only chance she had. 

With a deep sigh, she nodded her head in the direction from where she’d come. “It be back that way.” The men tugged on the rope and half pulled, half dragged her along. 

Chapter Seven 

Phineas led Fowler’s men on a wild goose chase then quickly backtracked to where he left Charlotte. His heart skipped a beat when he did not see her anywhere. An eerie feeling swept over him. It was the same feeling he had when he had gone home to find his mother dead. He should never have left her alone. As he looked around, he noticed the hole had been covered up partway.  

“What have ye done, lass?” The question hung in the air like a bitter chill. His stomach turned into knots as he imagined all sorts of horrible things that could befall a woman captured by the likes of Fowler’s men. A chorus of voices broke out. He nearly choked on his spit when he saw Fowler himself approach with Charlotte being dragged by his crew. He always feared the day when he came face to face with his sworn enemy, but now that fear quickly was replaced with rage.  

“What have ye done to her? Let her go this instant!” 

Fowler sneered and showed his blackened teeth. “Relax, she be unharmed, for now.” 

“I said, let her go.” 

Fowler turned to his crew. They all laughed in unison. “Hand over the treasure, Parr, and she be yours. We do not have to shed innocent blood this time. Did you not see enough death when ye were a boy?” 

Phineas could not stand to see the look of horror on Charlotte’s face. She did not deserve any of this. Everyone dear to him had come to a sudden death. He could not risk her life too. No treasure was worth the pain.  

“Aye, Fowler. We both know that I am the one you want. The one who got away with yer treasure map. You have dreamed of killing me, admit it. Ye can not stand the fact ye were outwitted by a child.” 

“I can not deny that I would love to know how it would feel to slice yer throat with a slick blade.” He made a slitting motion across his neck with his long fingernail. 

“And maybe ye will get that chance, but first I would like to strike a bargain.” 

“I suppose I can humor ye. I be listening.” 

Phineas had to think fast. “We split the treasure thirty-seventy. Ye of course get seventy. Ye have my word. What do ye say?” 

He could practically see the mind of his enemy reeling, trying to figure out the catch.  

“Why should I take yer word?”  

“Because ye have taken everything away from me that means something, but I refuse to hand over all of the booty. It be mine, I was here first.” 

Fowler crossed his arms and narrowed his eyes. “Ye still hold a grudge for ridding ye of a worthless father and the stupid woman he abandoned for the sea? Have ye learned nothing over time?” 

Phineas had learned to bottle up his emotions and stuff it away for years. His blood swirled at the way his enemy spoke of his parents. For all their faults, they had been good people who did not deserve the death they were served. “You know nothing of the heartache you caused. You left me a bloody orphan.” 

“Then there’s nothing else I can hurt you with.” 

He shook his head. “Nope. Ye have taken care of everything.” 

Fowler walked up close to Charlotte to tug hard on the rope. “What about this woman? My men saw ye two together. Are ye going to tell me that ye feel nothing for her?” 

Phineas swallowed hard. He hoped that Charlotte trusted him enough with what he was about to say. “Women bring nothing but bad luck, and ye know it. I admit my manly urges got the better of me, she be such a ripe looking beauty, but I do not feel anything for her.” 

A gasp laced with pain escaped Charlotte’s lips. “You bastard, that’s all I am to you, a conquest?”  

He did not dare look at her. If only he had the chance to tell her that he was falling in love with her.  

Fowler let go of the rope as he inched closer to the Captain. “How touching, but I do not buy it. The treasure that ye claim is yers is mine. Ye stole my map out from under me, the very map yer father stole from me. I am its rightful owner. As for the woman, she will make a nice gift for the crew until they tire of her. If ye turn around and get back on yer father’s ship, I’ll consider sparing yer life.” 

It would be the last thing he did. “I am not giving up all the booty without a fight. I was being generous, giving ye the better end of the deal. Why not take it?” 

“There be a black spot on yer soul and I will be damned if I let it affect me too.” 

“Ye were born with a black spot on yer flesh.” 

Fowler pulled out his sword and lunged. Phineas dodged, but not without feeling the tip of the blade cut into his arm. He withdrew his sword and took aim. A powerful surge rocketed through his body, for a moment, he swore his father’s spirit was guiding him. He stepped forward, but only swiped air. Fowler was known as master swordsmen who had not lost any agility or speed over the years.  

“Give up, Parr,” his enemy growled. “It be not even about the treasure anymore; it be about finishing what I started. The only thing I want is to see yer head flying in a different direction than yer body. I didn’t spend all these years tracking ye just to watch ye walk away with my loot.” 

Phineas turned his wrist bringing his sword down hard against Fowler’s, the clang of metal rose to a deafening pitch. He adjusted his stance as they crossed their blades, parrying with the very demon he had nightmares about. “If ye do not want to watch me walk away, then I suggest ye close yer eyes.” Phineas circled his sword, countered the swift parry, and caught Fowler’s sword at the hilt in the process, sending it over his head.  

Before it even registered that his adversary stood before him unarmed, Phineas lunged forward sinking his sword into flesh. Blood bubbled out of Fowler’s mouth and his eyes rolled up into his head. With a thud, the entity he had both feared and hated fell to the ground. In a frenetic swarm, Fowler’s crew dropped their weapons and the rope they bound Charlotte with, running off before they too were killed.  

He stood silent a moment, watching the blood run down his arm and dripping onto the sand.  

Charlotte rushed to his side, and wrapped her arms around his waist. “You’re hurt.” 

“It was blood well spilled. I promise I will be fine.” He stroked her hair with his other hand. “I hope ye know what I said back there, about not caring…” 

She silenced his words with her fingers against his lips. “I know. I did not believe you for a second. Now let me get the crew to help carry the treasure onboard. I don’t want you lifting it with your injury.” 

Phineas did his best to look serious, but could not make his tone follow. “What makes ye think I would listen to anything you say?” 

Charlotte set her hands on her hips and pursed her lips. “You aren’t the only one around here capable of giving orders. Now do as I say and don’t move.” 

Chapter Eight 

“Mm, your cook sure knows how to make a celebratory feast. It was simply delicious.” Charlotte patted her tummy as she sipped the last of her wine. 

Phineas set down his goblet pushing himself away from the table. “Fancy a walk around the ship? It should be a full moon.” 

A walk sounded like the perfect thing to help her stomach settle. “I’d love to. How’s your arm?” 

“It be fine, lassie. Bart will make sure of that.” 

“He’s not the only one who is capable of taking good care of you.” 

Charlotte placed her hand in his as they walked along the prow. The crew had helped carry the treasure chest filled with gold coins and jewels to the ship and they’d set sail. The wonderful meal and wine had been in celebration of Fowler’s death and finding the loot.  

Looking out to the sea, she took a deep breath letting herself finally relax. The waves were gentle and sparkled like diamonds underneath the glow of the moon. She felt content. A ship wasn’t her idea of home, but she could certainly see beauty in the sea. To look out and see nothing for miles, and being at her mercy. It would take some getting used to, but if Phineas would have her, she’d stay for as long as he wanted. 

He slipped his arm around her waist and kissed the top of her head. “What thoughts are going ‘round in yer head, lass?” 

“I’m remembering when we first met. I told you I wasn’t a spy. You were so damn paranoid.” 

“Aye. I figured something as beautiful as ye could not be real. Fowler has been trying to trace me for a long time. If he found me, he would find his booty. With the treasure map and all the secrets, it messed with my judgment. I apologize if I came on too strong.” 

“What’s done is done. I hate to sound nosy, but if I do it’s because I’m curious. You said Fowler killed your parents, and that you stole his treasure map without him knowing. How then did he know you were the one?” 

He shrugged. “Word gets around. Not all of my shipmates have been loyal over the years. You take some unsavory pirates, several bottles of rum, and a crowd of people just itching for rumors, and soon the whole port knows your business. Eventually it became a cat and mouse game. I lost sight of what was important to me and let it consume me.” 

It was such a different life from hers. She wondered if that was why it fascinated her so much. “What do you like best about being a pirate?”  

“I don’t really know. I search for treasure because I am expected to carry on my father’s name. Pirating is not really in my blood, at least not to the extent that my father’s was, but the love for adventure is.” 

“Why did it take you so long to find the island?” 

He looked out at the water and then back at her. “Out of fear. I did not feel I deserved to find the treasure. Mainly out of guilt. Then I changed my mind and decided to devote this treasure in memory of my parents.” 

Charlotte smoothed her hand along his arm. “I think you’re very noble and brave.” 

Phineas shrugged. “I only worried Fowler would take my life, steal my ship, and the real treasures hidden inside it.” 

She cocked her head to the side. “What do you mean the real treasures?” 

“Here, come with me.” 

Phineas led her into the room she’d first woken up in. He went to the corner and brought the marvelously decorated box down from the barrels.  

“This be the real treasure.” 

“Ah, so I finally get to see what’s inside.” 

He slowly opened the lid to remove a red sash. “The wedding rings of my mother and father.” 

Charlotte could only stare at the two timeless pieces sitting atop a velvet cushion.  

“You see, lass. My father asked me to watch over my mother, but I did not listen. It be my fault she is dead. I could have saved her, but I stowed away on my father’s ship – leaving her to fend for herself. All I have left to remember either of them by are the tokens they gave one another. I love the sea, but it be not pirating I want to be doing. All the same, it be how I preserve my father’s name and my mother’s memory. This ship, The Fortune, was named in honor of my mother. He once told me that she was the greatest treasure of his life, that while gold and jewels were a nice find, it never amounted to the fortune she had brought to his heart.” 

“Oh Phineas, you’re going to make me cry. That’s beautiful.” 

“Aye. He was a passionate man, my father. There were times when my mother’s love was the only thing that kept him going. I cherished the stories he told when he was at home. They were always about love, rarely about his trips.”  

“The way you’d talked about him earlier, I thought he felt marrying your mother had been a mistake, but now I see he felt the opposite.” 

“He acted tough, around his crew. When you got men looking up to ya, putting all their faith in your every word, it changes how you are. I did not always understand what love meant, but now I do. The things that matter most to me are safe, but I cannot keep them hidden away anymore. It’s time I shared the treasure.” 

Phineas took out an immaculate ruby ring and held it in front of her. “Will you honor me by wearing my mother’s ring?” 

She stared at the dainty jewel, tears welling up in her eyes. It was a curse that she was so damn emotional. Charlotte tried to mask her overwhelming excitement. “And here you thought you weren’t enough of a pirate.” 

“How do you mean?” 

“You stole a map, and stole my heart. You killed Fowler, you got the treasure, and you got the girl. I’d say you have a sweet future ahead of you. I kind of like life on a ship, and all that adventure stuff.” 

“Ye be willing to sail around with me from time to time?” 

Charlotte faked a salute though she couldn’t keep a straight face. “Aye.” 

Phineas raised his brows. “Ye be a quick learner. I could always use a good map reader on the crew, I’m partial to a nice booty.” 

Charlotte laughed. “You said women weren’t to be trusted onboard.” 

“Well, you are not a woman,” 

“Excuse me?” 

Phineas chuckled. “Ye did not let me finish. Ye are not a woman, ye be a lady, and the curse specifically states a woman.” 

Charlotte smiled. “There you go making up the rules again.” 

“The perks of being a Captain.” 

“I guess my title will be Lady Map Reader, then?” 

“Nay, ye be the Captain’s Lady, and then ye can do whatever ye want.” 

She liked the sound of that. Charlotte ran her finger down his chest then slowly unbuttoned his shirt. She smoothed his shirt away from his body grazing her nipples along his flesh.  

“If I may, Captain, I’ll be wanting some rope right about now.” 

A coy smile spread across his face. “The things I’ll do to ye once I’ve bound yer arms and legs.” 

She leaned in close to whisper into his ear. “I like it when you talk knotty.” 

Charlotte rested her palms together waiting as he wrapped the rope around her wrists. “Make sure it’s nice and tight.” 

“Ye need not worry, lass. I do not plan on lettin’ ye go anytime soon.” 

He crisscrossed the rope between her breasts, making it look like a giant X. 

“What is that for?” 

“Ye know us pirates. Sex marks the spot.” 

“Then I suggest you get started on finding my buried treasure.” 
The End 

