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			Dear Reader,

			Thank you for supporting a small publisher! Entangled prides itself on bringing you the highest quality romance you’ve come to expect, and we couldn’t do it without your continued support. We love romance, and we hope this book leaves you with a smile on your face and joy in your heart.

			xoxo

			Liz Pelletier, Publisher

		


		
			This one is for my son, Reno.

			Hearing you playing online games with your friends always makes me smile.

		


		
			Chapter One

			It all started with a little ghost boy…

			Heather Storrey rolled her eyes. This was not the time to be plotting out the autobiography she’d probably never find time to write. Besides, who would read it? Her family was gone, and her only friend these days was online. 

			A gust of cold wind stung her cheeks, sending a chill down her back. Fall in Savannah meant cooler days and nights that carried a bite that hinted at the winter to come. Her boots crunched against the cracked tabby concrete drive, the sound marking the increased speed of her strides. 

			Leaving the massive pillars of the abandoned WWII hospital and research facility behind, she headed for her car. Quickly. As a respected medium, her work in the haunted city never slowed, but lately…paranormal activity had been picking up.

			Then there was the little boy.

			She shoved the thought away. Her work here was done. The boy hadn’t been part of this job. In fact, he shouldn’t have even been part of this island.

			Oatland no longer quarantined patients with infectious diseases. The city closed the facility years ago, and recently the island had been transformed from a hospital and laboratory into a wildlife refuge and zoo. Every day, different Savannah school buses crossed the bridge over the Wilmington River, most of them completely unaware of the restless spirits wandering the halls of the main building. The multistoried structure stood empty, the syphilis and malaria experiments for the Centers for Disease Control long forgotten. 

			The dead remembered. 

			The torment had never ended for the two entities she connected with tonight. The male ghosts had been patients at one time, grateful she could hear their pleas. She had no trouble calming them.

			It was the little boy wearing clothes much older than any of the structures on Oatland Island that made her hustle for her car. 

			He hadn’t spoken, just watched her with yearning in his eyes. Haunting. 

			And “seeing” the dead wasn’t usually her thing. She grew up hearing them. Many had final words for loved ones, some ached for justice, and none of them frightened her. 

			Maybe frightened wasn’t the right word. Concerned. 

			Either way, something was wrong here. A disturbance just below the surface of this plane seemed to be shaking the fragile balance between the world of the living and the dead. She couldn’t put her finger on it yet, but she would.

			The boy couldn’t have perished on Oatland, and she didn’t recognize him as a relation to her or her family, so how did he end up here, and why? That question had her on edge.

			Oatland Island wasn’t the only location around Savannah experiencing an uptick in paranormal activity. The small island had always been haunted. The spectral inhabitants had remained unobtrusive to the employees and visitors until recently. She checked with the management and there hadn’t been any ghost tour companies using the property, stirring up paranormal energy with EMF meters and ghost boxes. Nights on the island had been quiet.

			Things changed over the past two weeks. The agitated animals sensed danger, and the night watchman reported lights flickering upstairs in the main building. Skeptics might try to blame it on faulty wiring from 1927, but the city cut the power to the upper floors years ago.

			Savannah was no stranger to ghosts and hauntings. Most tour companies touted it as the “city built upon its dead.” However, this energy seemed new.

			Halloween was still a few weeks away, so she couldn’t blame it on the thinning of the veil between the living and the dead. And the spirits she’d connected with didn’t seem to know any more than she did. One of them pointed to the water, and an image of a black ship with sails darker than night filled her head. She’d have to do some research later.

			The boy did no tricks, nor had he talked. He simply watched her.

			A security guard approached as she neared her car. His gaze wandered in every direction. Anywhere except her face. “Everything settled in the main building, ma’am?”

			“For now.” Heather smiled, sliding her hand into the pocket of her cape and waiting for him to brave eye contact. The second he looked at her, she held out her business card. “I’m Heather, by the way.”

			He took the card with an awkward smile. “They told us you were coming out for the ghost problem.”

			Heather chuckled. “The ghosts think we’re the problem.”

			His eyes widened slightly. “Are they…dangerous?” 

			His fear of ghosts seemed to distract him from his uncertainty about her. She was used to the wariness of strangers. Her pale skin, silver hair, and ice-blue eyes made it impossible for her to blend in. Most of the time people struggled not to stare, but the effort to keep from staring usually ended up making the situation even more awkward. As a child, her grandmother told her the albinism that produced a lack of pigment gave her an ethereal look, like an angel. 

			Childhood bullies said otherwise.

			Luckily, Heather was never really alone. The ghosts were never far away.

			“They’re not usually a threat.” Heather shook her head at the security guard. “Poltergeists can be dicey because they can touch objects on our plane. The spirits I met tonight weren’t like that. They were patients of the hospital. Things should be quieter now, but you have my card if you need me to visit again.”

			His shoulders visibly relaxed and he smiled. “Thanks, Miss Storrey.”

			“Heather.” She offered her hand.

			He paused for a moment and finally reached out, accepting her greeting. “Heather.” He released her hand and cleared his throat. “Sorry about before…I”—he shook his head—“I’ve never seen someone so—” He closed his mouth, obviously certain he was about to insert his foot.

			“Unique?” Heather offered with a raised brow.

			He nodded, eager to accept her description. “I didn’t mean any offense.”

			“None taken.” And she meant it. 

			As a teen, his reaction might’ve bothered her, but with her thirtieth birthday coming up, she’d learned to be comfortable in her own skin. Every day she gave less fucks about the approval of others and embraced the reality that if she took offense every time someone gawked as she passed by, she’d never get a chance to smile. 

			Life was too short to allow others to determine her mood. 

			She hadn’t always been so self-assured. She’d spent much of her childhood envying her twin sister, Ashley. 

			Their unique birth made the local newspapers at the time. Although they were identical twins born only a few minutes apart, they were opposites. A rare genetic anomaly gave Ashley a head full of chocolate-brown hair, while Heather’s was snow-white. She dyed her hair for a year of high school in an effort to fit in. It hadn’t worked. 

			The security guard tucked her business card into his shirt pocket and tugged the brim of his hat. “Drive carefully.”

			“Thank you.” She continued to her car, but as she reached for the door, a small hand slipped into hers, sending an icy chill up her arm.

			Heather fought the urge to turn for a better look at the boy in the corner of her eye. Usually she heard the dead; seeing them and feeling their touch was rare. The few times it had happened, their forms were visible only in her peripheral vision. If she turned to look, they were gone. 

			“Please don’t let them take me back,” the boy pleaded. 

			He wore black breeches and a dirtied white loose-fitting shirt with laces. Maybe Jacobite? Either way, they were far from the fashions she would expect on a Southern boy from the 1920s, and his accent wasn’t the familiar Southern drawl of the area, either. Instead, it was notably British, bordering on Cockney. Definitely not from around Savannah.

			So how did he get here and why?

			“Who is after you?” she whispered.

			“The witches. They pulled me out of the ocean. Please help.” The sensation of weight in her hand vanished, and his image thinned. The boy’s eyes widened with panic. “They’ll drive him mad!” The boy panted. “Promise you will protect him.”

			Heather frowned. “Who?”

			“My uncle. He thinks it’s his fault.” 

			Deciphering messages from spirits often resembled piecing together a jigsaw puzzle, but this time she had so few pieces. “What’s his fault?”

			The boy glanced around, flickering in and out of view. “They’re coming. Protect my uncle. Please.”

			“I will.” Heather nodded, without turning and losing the vision. “Tell me who.”

			“Drake Cole.” 

			She blinked. She recognized that name. A few weeks ago, Drake put himself between her and a bullet. He was tall, with broad shoulders, a chiseled jaw, and strong hands. Other than a sizable jagged scar over his right eye, she might’ve mistaken him for Thor straight out of the Avengers movies. Unlike the Norse god, Drake’s deep blue eyes opened a window into the soul of a man who had lost too much for his young age.

			He couldn’t possibly be the uncle of this boy who must’ve perished lifetimes ago. 

			Before she could question him further, the apparition was gone.

			… 

			Drake Cole cursed under his breath as the top runner of the twelve-foot mahogany door missed the track inside the pocket of the wall. His voice was more of a grunt as he bore the weight of the antique door against his shoulder and glanced up at Jax perched at the top of the ladder. “I can’t hold it much longer.”

			“I’m sorry,” she muttered, readjusting the slides. “If you can lift it just half an inch more, I should be able to…” The track creaked as the wheels caught the groove. “Got it!” 

			Jaxton Raine was a college intern from SCAD. When the Savannah College of Art and Design first opened, Drake had accepted a few students to intern with him, but eventually he stopped. Mingling with mortals served no good purpose. It led to complicated friendships that required more lies to hide his secret. Jax had been the first apprentice he’d agreed to mentor in years. 

			Apparently, she’d been a proud Girl Scout for most of her life, and she also fostered a strong interest in woodworking with an emphasis on furniture construction. When she’d heard the Juliette Gordon Low house had a restoration project underway, she researched the contractors and looked him up. Her tenacity made it tough to refuse her. 

			Besides, it was a short-term commitment. No chance of entanglements he didn’t need.

			He straightened up, rubbing his lower back as he admired the newly refinished door. Historic restorations were his specialty, and being inside Juliette Gordon Low’s house again felt oddly comforting. No one would have guessed he was the original craftsman who carved and finished these doors over a hundred years ago. 

			Hand carving the trim had taken weeks back then; now he could see his hard work paid off. Other than needing to be sanded and protected with a new coat of stain, the doors were still in immaculate condition.

			“They look amazing,” Jax enthused as she climbed down the ladder. Her dreadlocks were pulled back into a ponytail, and the fire in her dark eyes made him grateful he’d accepted her offer to apprentice with him. 

			She would be a damned fine designer someday.

			Her bright grin lit up her face as she stopped beside him. “You do good work.”

			“Thanks.” He wiped his hands on his jeans. “Couldn’t have gotten them rehung without your help. You still think you want to specialize in restoration design?”

			She nodded. “For sure. And I happen to have a line on this amazing subcontractor to use for the carpentry projects.”

			“You know where to find me.” Drake rubbed the back of his neck and bent to gather up his tools. “Thanks for your help with this one.”

			Jax held up her right hand. “It was my honor,” she said, reciting the Girl Scout promise. She lowered it again and chuckled. “Cookie-selling champ of my troop back in the day.” She checked her cell phone and met his eyes. “Are we finished here?”

			“Yeah.” He closed the ladder. “I can load up the tools. Thanks, Jax.”

			“I’ll see you next weekend.” She spun on her heel, her footsteps thumping down the creaky old staircase, leaving him behind in blessed silence. 

			He collected his tools, scanning the empty rooms. Thousands of visitors from around the world walked through this house every year. They came for tours, to hear the history of Juliette Gordon Low, the founder of Girl Scouts. 

			He’d known her as Daisy, and he hadn’t aged a day since. Memories like that weighed heavy on him. Eternity could turn into an abyss if he allowed himself to remember all the mortals he cared about as lifetimes came and went.

			He rubbed a hand down his face and shook his head. “Enough.” 

			Lately, he’d been second guessing his choice to take another drink from the Holy Grail, and being here, in this empty house full of ghosts from his past, wasn’t helping. He’d been the ship’s carpenter on the Sea Dog until the day she sank at the mouth of the Savannah River in 1795. The Holy Grail had been their final plunder, granting each of them immortality. Last year, when the spell started wearing off, the crew took one more swallow.

			Maybe it would have been better to reject it. Too late now.

			He carried his toolbox in one hand and his ladder under his other arm. He left the final invoice with the night manager downstairs and headed for his truck.

			It might be time to try something new. Maybe over two hundred years of working with his hands was long enough. Caleb, their navigator, had pursued multiple college degrees. Drake could follow his path into academia. Anything to keep busy and take his mind off the years passing him by.

			“Excuse me. Drake?”

			He turned at the sound of a woman’s voice to find a face he would never forget. “Heather? What are you doing here?”

			Heather Storrey was a sought-after medium in Savannah. He’d met her in person a few weeks ago during the showdown with the Serpent Society in the Bonaventure Cemetery. He’d never seen another woman like her, and that was saying something, since he’d been alive nearly two hundred and fifty years. Her pale skin glowed in the moonlight like a porcelain doll, and her bright, ice-blue eyes stared directly into his soul. She wore her long silver hair down tonight, tempting him to run his fingers through it.

			She glanced up and down the street before crossing over from her parked car. Closer now, she met his eyes again. “You’re in danger.”

			He followed her gaze down the darkened, empty road and raised a brow. “How so?”

			“Please just take my word for it. We don’t know each other well, so you’re going to have to trust me when I say I’m not one for dramatics.” When he continued to stare, she rolled her eyes. “You’re never going to believe me if I try to explain.”

			Tip of the iceberg. This woman might speak to the dead, but she would laugh in his face if he told her he’d lived through more than two centuries already, and he’d most likely be here for at least two more.

			He placed his ladder into the bed of his truck and turned to face her. The determination in her gaze reminded him that, although she looked fragile, she possessed the heart of a warrior. She’d proven it the night they met. She’d nearly gotten herself killed trying to protect a federal agent in the Bonaventure Cemetery.

			Drake cleared his throat. “Why don’t you start with how you knew I’d be here?”

			Her shoulders relaxed, her lips curving gently at the corners. He caught himself hoping she might smile. “We have a mutual friend.”

			“We do?” It had to be Agent Bale, but Drake wouldn’t call the head of Department 13 a “friend.” They hadn’t heard from him since the altercation at the cemetery anyway. 

			Besides, Agent Bale wouldn’t have known Drake was installing the restored doors at the Juliette Gordon Low birthplace tonight…unless the agent was spying on him. 

			He wouldn’t put that past Bale.

			“One-Eyed Bob.” She grinned, and the moonlight danced in her light eyes, sending an unusual flare of warmth through his cold heart. “I just finished a job at Oatland Island and chatted with him over a plate of fried shrimp and hushpuppies. When I mentioned meeting you at the cemetery a few weeks ago and that I needed to find you again, Bob knew you were hanging doors. He told me I might be able to catch you before you went home.”

			Drake smirked. Bob. He should’ve known. 

			The one-eyed pirate had been the cook on the Sea Dog and drank from the Holy Grail with the rest of the crew. These days he owned Bob’s Seafood, a popular restaurant with the locals. “I’ll have to thank him later.”

			“I’m glad I found you.” 

			Something about the spark in her eyes seemed…familiar. He shoved the thought aside, unwilling to examine it any closer. A stark memory of that night in the cemetery filled his head. He hadn’t put himself between her and the barrel of a gun through a conscious decision or a heroic urge. 

			It had been instinct.

			And he had no fucking clue why. The endless passing of decades might be catching up with him, stealing his sanity. 

			He scanned the darkened street. “Where is this danger you wanted to warn me about?”

			“You won’t be able to see it coming. Not with your eyes.”

			He frowned, looking her way again. “What the hell does that mean?”

			“It means the danger won’t be from a gun.” 

			He chuckled and put his toolbox in the truck beside the ladder. “Do you always talk in riddles?”

			“This isn’t a joke.” She crossed her arms, lifting her chin. “I warned you that this would sound impossible. No matter how it sounds, it’s still real.” 

			“How can you be so sure?” he asked.

			“I came here to pass on a warning. If you don’t believe me, that’s your business. I have no way to prove it to you.” She dropped her hands to her sides. “Never mind. I did what I could. What you choose to do with the information is up to you.”

			She was no shrinking violet, he would give her that. He hadn’t meant to offend her, not really. He’d spent over two hundred years on his own. The few women he’d enjoyed an evening with didn’t usually involve much conversation. He was rusty. Aw hell, if he was honest, he’d never been good at chatting with women. Not since Lucy.

			Fuck. The last thing he needed was to dredge up memories of the love he’d left behind in England lifetimes ago. 

			“Wait.” He cleared his throat. “Maybe you should start at the beginning.”

			She shifted her stance. “The Oatland Island preserve hired me to calm a spiritual disturbance tonight, and while I finished up, a ghost of a young boy showed up.” Her gaze went distant as she shook her head. “I don’t usually see them, but he was clear.”

			Her lips were still moving, even though Drake could no longer make out her words. Shrieks deafened him, piercing his senses like daggers. He winced, unable to catch his breath as he covered his ears. It did nothing to muffle the high-pitched screech.

			Heather came forward, concern lining her eyes. Her mouth kept moving, but the wailing inside his ears drowned out her voice. He grunted, grinding his teeth and stumbling backward until he landed against the tailgate of his truck. Grasping the side with one hand, he struggled to stay upright as the sound threatened to crack his skull. He pressed his other hand over his ear. There was no silencing the assault.

			Then just as suddenly as it came on, it was gone. Drake collapsed to his knees, breaking out in a sweat, his hands trembling. His head throbbed, residual pain lancing through his temples like an icepick. What the fuck was that?

			Heather knelt beside him. “What happened?”

			“I don’t know.” His voice came out hoarse, his throat raw. Had he been screaming? 

			She took his hand to steady him as he got to his feet. The simple touch warmed him from the inside out, like a balm for his soul. He stared into her ethereal eyes, somehow both lost and found. He stroked his thumb over the smooth skin of her knuckles and realized his hands were shaking.

			He released her and whispered, “I need to get to the Sea Dog.”

		


		
			Chapter Two

			For the life of her, Heather couldn’t figure out why Drake insisted she take him to a replica of a pirate ship instead of a hospital. The original Sea Dog sank just outside the mouth of the Savannah River in 1795. A few years ago the Spanish galleon was rebuilt, complete with huge black sails, and now it sat docked along River Street. 

			The ghost boy had shown her a sailing ship, too, old like this one…although the one in her vision had more sails. Maybe there was a connection? More likely she was reading far too much into the glimpse she’d seen.

			Her steering wheel vibrated as they got closer to the water. The historic road had never been paved, and the old cobblestones forced drivers to slow down. In hindsight, keeping the area in its original state probably helped with the traffic in the area. Most locals parked on the streets above and walked down to save their vehicles.

			She glanced his way as they neared the dock. “Are you sure about this? The boat may not even be open.”

			Maybe Drake knew the owner.

			“I built the damned thing,” he grunted, still massaging his temple.

			Until she understood what brought this big strong carpenter to his knees, she wouldn’t press him too hard to see a doctor. What if it had been an attack from the witches the boy had warned her about?

			Rumors had been circulating among the local metaphysical community about a coven dipping their toes into black magic. Heather hadn’t wanted to believe it. Nine times out of ten the gossip was just that, talk. 

			However, after her encounter with the boy who begged her to protect Drake, it was tough not to see the earlier incident as an attack on him. She’d experienced enough unexplainable events, through both her mediumship work and assisting Agent David Bale and Department 13 to protect Americans from paranormal threats, to recognize that this dimension carried both the sinister and the innocent, both darkness and light.

			And darkness always came at a steep price.

			She crossed the gangplank onto the ship, following Drake. He hadn’t spoken another word since they got out of the car. They’d left his truck parked at the Juliette Gordon Low house in the historic district after she persuaded him to let her drive him to River Street. If he had another attack while behind the wheel of his truck, he might not survive it.

			Once she stepped onto the deck of the ship, she marveled at the solid construction. Drake built this? Impressive. Not that she thought of herself as any kind of nautical expert, but she’d played enough hours of Skull & Crossbones online to feel somewhat knowledgeable, even if this was her first time on an actual pirate ship.

			Drake cleared his throat, and she turned to find him rubbing his forehead. “The others are coming, so you don’t need to stay. One of the crew can take me back to my truck.”

			His voice was still raspy, but stronger. 

			She frowned. “Did you hear what I said back there before you fell?”

			He shook his head. “I couldn’t hear anything over the banshee in my ears.”

			At least he didn’t try to lie. Heather glanced around the deck. “Maybe you should sit down.”

			He chuckled. “No deck furniture on this vessel.”

			She looked up and caught the hint of a smile on his face. Heat blossomed low in her belly. She reined that unwanted energy back in before it had a chance to break free. The last thing she needed was a man. Especially one with a grin that made her knees wobble. 

			She’d sworn off love, and she’d been much happier since, or at least, safer.

			Heather scanned the deck. He was right. Not a single chair. “Even pirates need to sit sometimes. There must be something around here someplace.”

			He crossed in front of her. “Follow me.”

			He led her through a door that opened into a small, efficient-looking kitchen and pulled over two stools. “This is One-Eyed Bob’s galley.”

			“Bob didn’t tell me you both play pirate on the Sea Dog.” Suddenly she had a million questions. The night she discovered Drake and his friends in the Bonaventure Cemetery, she’d gone with Agent David Bale. Her ex. No. Her colleague. It was better this way.

			David kept many secrets, and because of his top secret work for the government, she didn’t dig for answers. She’d stumbled onto his true age through her communications with one of his dead informants. Through some magical herb concoction, David had been able to halt aging and heal from bullet and stab wounds. Even though he didn’t look a day over forty, David had started working for Department 13 before the Kennedy assassination.

			And the night she accompanied him to the Bonaventure Cemetery, he’d been trying to stop one of his brother’s descendants who’d come in contact with Pandora’s Box. The legend was very much real and contained enough evil to lay waste to the world if someone opened it. They saved humanity, but she never did find out why Drake and the others were there.

			His shoulders tensed as he sat on the stool. “Bob and I don’t play here, we sail.” He broke eye contact, staring at the door. “So what did I miss when the banshee wailing started?”

			Heather slid her hands into the pockets of her cape. “I started to tell you I’m a medium, and a spirit asked me to protect you.” She waited for him to look at her before adding, “It was a boy. He called you his uncle.”

			All the color drained from Drake’s face. He stood up quickly and clasped the back of his neck. “Protect me from what?”

			“I’m not sure exactly. He said they were witches. He said they’ll make you think it was your fault. Does that mean anything to you?”

			He rubbed his forehead and met her eyes. She recognized the body language instantly. Her clients had the same reaction when she told them something they weren’t ready to admit to another soul.

			“No. Sorry.” His jaw clenched in resolution. “I’m no one’s uncle.”

			She studied him for a moment, taking in the tightness in his broad shoulders, the way his rough hands balled into fists at his sides, and the strong angles of his handsome face. There was something about him. Yes, he was nice to look at, but he also tugged at her soul. She recognized he was hiding something, although she barely knew him, and being near him kindled a yearning to help that didn’t make sense. 

			Ugh. The last thing she needed was a broody, secretive man in her life. Two years ago, when federal agent David Bale walked out of her life, leaving behind a spectacular fireball of emotional wreckage, she swore to herself she’d never repeat that mistake. 

			Whatever haunted Drake, he wasn’t ready to face it, and she didn’t have the fortitude to guide him through it.

			“I guess I’ve done all I can, then.” She stood and lifted the hood of her wool cape over her head, covering her silver hair.

			Drake opened his mouth to speak, but another man’s voice filled the void.

			“Drake? Where are you?”

			“In the galley, quartermaster!” Drake called without taking his eyes off Heather. “Colton owns the Sea Dog.”

			A tall man about Drake’s age walked through the door, ducking his head as he came inside. His eyes widened when he noticed her. He glanced at Drake. “You’re not alone.”

			“I was his ride.” She offered her hand. “I’m Heather Storrey.”

			Colton shook her hand without hesitation, arching a brow. “The woman who speaks to the dead.”

			She chuckled with a shrug. “I’ve been known to.”

			Colton looked over at Drake. “You two know each other?”

			Drake crossed to her side, the heat from his body radiating right through her cape.

			He nodded. “We met in the Bonaventure Cemetery.” His voice was stronger now, a good sign. “She was helping Agent Bale.”

			Colton turned her way. “You know Bale, too?”

			“Yes.” She shrugged, intentionally leaving out the part about how David stomped all over her heart. “I do some consulting for him when he needs information from the other side of the veil.”

			“Good to meet you,” Colton said, and he sounded like he meant it. 

			She’d grown so accustomed to being “observed” by people that meeting someone who didn’t take notice of her unique appearance felt…odd. She glanced at Drake. He hadn’t been affected, either. In fact, the first time they’d met, he hadn’t hesitated to put himself between her and an armed gunman. He hadn’t given her appearance a second glance.

			Colton’s full attention shifted back to Drake. “What happened? Your text sounded urgent.”

			Drake crossed his arms, defensive. “I’m not sure. Heather tried to warn me about danger blowing my way, and then a banshee wailed in my ears.”

			Colton’s eyes widened. He didn’t call Drake a liar, and there wasn’t a trace of laughter on his face. “Not a good sign.” He shook his head, his gaze going distant. “I should call the others. We could all be in danger.”

			She caught Drake’s eye. Was he going to tell Colton about the boy, the witches, anything she’d conveyed about the threat? A good psychic kept her client’s secrets. She wasn’t going to break her own rule and spill details in front of his friend. Not that Drake was a client. He wasn’t exactly a friend yet, either.

			Although it didn’t make sense, her gut instinct demanded she protect him. She didn’t have to understand why. She trusted the universe to reveal answers when the time was right.

			Usually.

			She’d be careful. No getting emotionally attached.

			With her boundaries in place, she lifted her eyes. Drake’s gaze connected with hers on a visceral level. A vision flashed through her mind. He offered her his hand with a bow and that devilish smile on his face…and no scar on his brow. She blinked, the hazy slip through the timeline sealing her firmly back into the present.

			Drake frowned. “Are you all right?”

			“Yeah.” Heather nodded and cleared her throat. “I guess I’ll let you know if I get any more messages about the danger.” She turned to Colton and forced a smile. “Nice to meet you. This is an amazing ship you have here.”

			She went to the door leading to the open deck. A hand settled on her shoulder. “Wait.”

			“I’ve told you all I can.” She risked a look into Drake’s eyes. No visions. She relaxed a little. “I know how to find you if that changes.”

			“What if I need to contact you?”

			She plucked a business card from the pocket of her cape and held it out to him. “Please be careful.”

			Before he could say anything else, she hurried back into the chill of the night air. Visions weren’t a new phenomenon in her line of work, but this had been different and threw her equilibrium off. Usually she saw a scene as an outsider looking in.

			This time, she’d been present, an active participant. Drake had been bowing to her, his hand outstretched, and no sign of the old injury over his eyebrow.

			She’d never known him without the scar.

		


		
			Chapter Three

			Drake turned the business card over in his hand, his attention on Colton. “Didn’t mean to worry you, quartermaster. The unholy screeching screwed with my head. I’m all right now.”

			Colton clenched his jaw, unconvinced. “Do you think the medium had anything to do with it?”

			Drake rolled his shoulders back, surprised he hadn’t even considered that angle. He shook his head. “No. Why warn me about danger if she was going to attack me all along?” 

			“I could call Agent Bale. Maybe he could vouch for her intentions.”

			Colton knew as well as anyone that since the fight in the Bonaventure Cemetery, Agent Bale had ended their tenuous relationship. None of the crew had heard from him since. The chances of Bale getting involved to help any of them with a banshee wail were nonexistent.

			“The banshee is a warning of impending death.” Drake let out a humorless chuckle. “If her screech was meant for us, that would be one less problem for Bale. No incentive for him to help us unravel it.” He shrugged. “I can’t die anyway, remember?”

			Colton raised a brow. “We heal rapidly and we don’t age. Doesn’t mean if someone separated you from your head you wouldn’t die.”

			“My head’s not going anywhere,” Drake scoffed. 

			“Whatever the hell it is, we need to figure out how to stop it.” Colton’s somber gaze weighed on Drake for a moment then he cleared his throat. “Maybe killing you isn’t what it’s after. Eternity is a long time to be lost in your own head.”

			Silence hung between them like a specter. Drake walked to the ship’s railing, staring into the dark water of the Savannah River. Colton and the rest of the Sea Dog crew had no idea how many times Drake had balanced on the narrow rope between reality and the abyss of despair. The weight of his failure the night the Sea Dog sank below the surface of the Atlantic still hung like a millstone around his neck. Time hadn’t dulled the guilt he wore like a second skin.

			“I’m fine,” Drake muttered. “If you’re still concerned, we can warn the others tomorrow. I shouldn’t have worried you tonight. This isn’t the first time I’ve had ringing in my ears.”

			“This ship doesn’t sail without all of us on deck.” Colton clapped his shoulder. “If you’re in danger, then we all are.”

			Drake nodded, a swell of gratitude washing over the rocks of his earlier concern. He was damned lucky to have ended up tossing his lot in with this crew centuries ago. They’d become family when he needed it most.

			“Thanks, Colton.” He slipped Heather’s card into his pocket. “How about a lift back to my truck?”

			… 

			Heather hung her cape and engaged the deadbolt on her door. Exhaustion already dug its claws into her muscles, quick to remind her of the long night. But she was too wired to sleep. Beyond the vision of Drake without a scar, she couldn’t ignore the fact that the ghost boy had asked her to protect Drake, but when she found him, he seemed fine. 

			At least he did until I got there.

			She hadn’t launched the psychic attack, but had she led the threat right to him? That didn’t make sense. If the boy’s spirit really did have a connection to Drake, he wouldn’t need her to locate Drake’s energy.

			With sage smoldering in the big abalone shell in the corner of the room, she cued up her ten-minute meditation music and picked up a pen. She opened the notebook, closed her eyes, and took a cleansing breath, lowering the tip of the pen to the blank pages. 

			Automatic writing often gave her answers she never expected, sometimes before she understood the questions she should be asking. By clearing her mind and allowing her pen to move without her conscious awareness, her spirit guides could communicate messages to her. And having the notes on the page meant she wouldn’t forget any important details. Visions from meditations often faded away like the fog of dreams. Writing them down gave her a permanent record.

			Pages turned, and her pen never stopped moving. When the music ended, she allowed herself the time to finish a final message and then opened her eyes. Scanning the scribbled, messy pages, she searched for a lead, for a connection her conscious mind had missed.

			She tapped her finger over one crooked line of text. Why did the boy come to you instead of going directly to his uncle? He had no attachment to you or to the location at Oatland Island. So who did?

			Could that be the missing piece? She circled the final three words over and over. 

			If the witches were after Drake and could somehow cage the spirit of the little boy like he’d alluded to, why involve Heather at all? Unless she was the bridge to lead them to their target. Drake hadn’t been attacked until she arrived. Could the witches have been following her? Instead of protecting Drake, warning him, she may have actually brought the danger to his doorstep.

			Her chest tightened. She didn’t have any connections to a coven.

			At least not that she was aware of…

			She reached for her cell phone and quickly fired off a text to David.

			If you’re still awake, call me. 

			For the past two years, she hadn’t communicated with him unless he initiated the contact. She was a subcontractor, nothing more. It had taken months to accept it, but she finally did. These days she didn’t even think about reaching out to him. Tonight changed all that. Something was happening in Savannah, and she couldn’t fix it all on her own.

			Her phone rang, David’s name filling the screen. 

			“Hey, David. Thanks for calling.”

			“Are you all right?” His voice didn’t seem foggy or tired even though it was well past midnight.

			“I’m fine. But I need a favor.”

			“I owe you many.” He cleared his throat, all business again. “What’s going on?”

			“I think one of the men we met in the Bonaventure Cemetery was attacked tonight. Psychically or magically, I’m not sure which yet.”

			“Those guys are trouble, Heather.” His tone was slow and direct. “Whatever they’re involved in, you don’t want to be a part of it.”

			She frowned, focusing on the dancing line of smoke rising from the sage bundle. “I’m already involved. The trouble came to me, and I may have led it right to him.”

			“Him?”

			“Drake Cole.”

			“Damn it. Stay away from him, Heather. You’ll get hurt.”

			She shook her head even though he couldn’t see it. “Like I did with you?”

			Okay, that was petty, but she couldn’t help it. Whenever David started trying to “protect” her from others, she never hesitated to remind him about the cold, heartless moment he walked away from her without looking back.

			David’s tone softened. “There’s more to Drake and his friends than you know.”

			“Like what?” she asked, although she was 99.9 percent sure she already knew what his answer would be.

			“I can’t tell you.” He sighed. “But you need to trust me.”

			“What I need is some information on the rise of paranormal activity in Savannah, and last time I checked, Department 13 keeps a finger on the metaphysical pulse around here.”

			“Shit.” He blew out a frustrated breath. “Please, Heather. Let this go. I don’t want to see you caught in the crossfire.”

			“I can take care of myself.” She picked up her notebook, glancing over the notes. One word was repeated on almost every page. Coven. “And see if there’s a new coven in town.”

			“A coven?” He let out a humorless chuckle. “There are plenty of witches in Savannah. Want to let me know what I’m looking for?”

			“I’m not sure yet, but a ghost boy came to me tonight asking for my help. He claimed witches pulled him out of the ocean. He had a British accent and clothing that predated anything anyone would’ve worn on Oatland Island.” She stared down at her notebook. “He wanted me to protect Drake.”

			“Damn it.” David cursed through gritted teeth. “I’ll see what I can find, but I’m doing this for you, not them.” His voice took on a darker tone. “If he hurts you…”

			“No.” She interrupted. “You and I work together, that’s it. Your arrangement, not mine. So you don’t get to pretend to be my knight in shining armor.” She cleared her throat. “I appreciate your help. Call me if you find anything about a new coven in Savannah dabbling in black magic. Thanks, David.”

			She ended the call before he could respond. If there were any other way, she would have taken it, but Department 13 was her best bet for information. David had always been tight-lipped about his work, but she’d helped him solve a few cases over the past couple years by communicating with deceased agents and informants, and she’d gleaned enough from those contacts to understand that the mission of the top secret government agency was to protect Americans from paranormal threats. They did that by keeping tabs on all major metaphysical occurrences and collecting both intel and relics that the rest of the world believed were only fictional.

			Between the invoices David insisted she submit for reimbursement and her mediumship abilities, she was fairly certain there was a file deep in the bowels of Department 13 with her name on it. 

			With any luck, this coven pulling ghosts out of the ocean would have one, too.

			… 

			Drake woke in a cold sweat, his heart hammering in his chest. Thomas. He’d lied to Heather when he told her he was no one’s uncle, but there wasn’t a logical way to explain how he could be an uncle of a boy who took his last breath in 1795, and he couldn’t tell her he drank from the Holy Grail without exposing his entire crew.

			Unless the boy already told her. She said she could talk to the dead. Drake shook his head. She didn’t know. She would have said something or peppered him with questions to verify the boy’s claim. She didn’t know the truth, and he wasn’t going to try to explain it.

			Easier to deny any connection.

			But fuck, he was paying the price now. He hadn’t dreamed of that night in over fifty years. Foolishly, he thought that curse might be behind him. 

			He didn’t deserve to be free of it. 

			Will we see the angels, Uncle Drake?

			Aye, he’d whispered before water covered their faces.

			Drake pinched the bridge of his nose, denying the emotions threatening to flood him as the waters of a sinking ship did over two hundred years before. 

			He pulled on a pair of sweats and a tank top then tied his blond hair back. He went into his shop area and got to work refinishing the hurricane shutters for the Pirate’s Inn. The sun wouldn’t be up for another three hours, and his muscles ached with fatigue, but he wasn’t about to lay his head back on the fucking pillow.

			The peeling paint flaked away under his sandpaper, and gradually the shadows from the dream lifted. And thoughts of Heather crept in. Odd. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been preoccupied with a woman. Not since he gave his heart to Lucy centuries ago. He had promised to love her until the day he died. 

			He never dreamed death would be stolen from him. 

			Sweat ran down his forehead as he sanded the next slats on the storm shutter. Work was his mistress now, his constant companion. But seeing the worry in Heather’s eyes awakened something inside him, something beyond the guilt that shadowed him. A yearning for…connection.

			With a mortal? No way. That path led to never-ending grief. He had enough of that already. Besides, he had his crew. They were all the connection he needed.

			Tonight had been different. Heather had been the safe port in the storm. Her touch had buoyed him when the shadows pulled him under. He sanded harder, reminding himself she was mortal. Off limits. Allowing himself to think about her would only prolong the torture. 

			Colton’s words whispered through Drake’s mind.

			Eternity is a long time to be lost.

		


		
			Chapter Four

			Agent David Bale knocked on the doorframe of Kingsley Pratt’s office. He’d been making an effort to be more patient and friendly with his shamanic computer programmer after the alcoholic Brit spoke up during the review board and saved David’s job.

			He’d been doing a lot of things differently since the clusterfuck over Pandora’s Box that led to the review board.

			King looked up from his computer screen. “I’m afraid I don’t have answers for you yet. But feel free to hover if you’ve got nothing better to do.”

			Not that King made getting along easy. 

			David cleared his throat and entered the office, taking the chair across from King’s desk. “Actually, I didn’t come over here to rush you, just thought of something that might help you narrow the search.”

			Kingsley Pratt had worked in Department 13 for over ten years now. David had found him haunting a barstool in Savannah, babbling about men being torn limb from limb. While the rest of the bar wrote him off as a drunk, when he mentioned men wearing serpent rings with red eyes, David recognized these weren’t alcohol-fueled ramblings. This man had witnessed a real paranormal phenomenon.

			By the end of the night, he’d convinced King to return to Department 13 for further review, and even though the Brit still drank too much, he’d become a valuable part of their small, overworked team.

			King took his glasses off and arched a brow. “I’m listening.”

			“Start with Heather Storrey.”

			“The medium in Savannah is involved in a coven?”

			“No.” David rested his elbows on his knees. “But she’s the one who tipped me off last night that a coven might be responsible for the recent increase in paranormal activity being reported in Savannah.”

			Until a few weeks ago, when David’s distant relative had been tempted to open Pandora’s Box and potentially end the world, David had kept his personal life close to the vest. Department 13 protocols were all that mattered to him, until he almost lost everything. He’d spent the past few weeks reevaluating his life, beginning with one truth. These people he worked with were the only real family he had left.

			King focused on his screen again, his fingers flying over the keyboard. “You believe this coven could be targeting her?”

			“Or someone she’s in contact with.” David straightened up. “I’m going back to Savannah to check things out on the ground. Keep me informed if you find a link.”

			“Wait. You’re going back to Savannah?” King slid his hands free of the keyboard, giving David his full attention. “I thought you cut ties with the Sea Dog crew. Why go back?”

			“I did.” David nodded, knowing full well King’s daughter was now a member of that same crew. “But if anything happens to Heather…” His voice trailed off as he shrugged. “I need to do this.”

			King glanced at his screen and back up to David. “You care about this woman.”

			“Yeah.” David turned and walked away, his single word admission being more personal information than he’d ever shared with a coworker. Time to get out of Dodge before he revealed more truth than he intended. 

			… 

			Heather looked up from her computer screen and frowned at the darkness outside her window. Her last mediumship client left at three o’clock. She hadn’t meant to lose four hours online playing Skull & Crossbones. The addictive seafaring multiplayer online game allowed her to virtually sail around the world, build up her crews and armories. Hearing her female virtual pirate captain shouting commands didn’t suck, either.

			Online multiplayer games gave her an escape during the daylight, when she avoided going out in the sun. Through Skull & Crossbones she’d also met Queenie. She was another rare female player, like Heather, and after a couple months of gaming and online chats, their friendship had blossomed. Heather found it easy to confide in her virtual friend, and the anonymity meant no staring and no explaining about her lack of pigment.

			Heather’s screen name, GrayGhost, blinked in the chat window.

			GrayGhost: I’ve got to log out and get some food. 

			She waited for her friend and piratical crewmate to answer back.

			PirateQueen817: Okay. And I want pics next time you’re on that pirate ship! 

			Heather chuckled. I’ll try. I’m not sure I’ll see Drake again so… 

			Queenie sent a sad face emoji.

			PirateQueen817: Ooooooh you didn’t tell me his name was Drake. Sounds…old school? And his friend owns a pirate ship? I’m so jealous! 

			Heather smiled, shaking her head as she leaned back against the sofa. If Queenie ever saw Drake, she’d forget all about the ship. 

			The carpenter was handsome in a rugged, brooding, I-could-be-Thor kind of way. But pictures weren’t going to happen. If she started sending them, eventually she’d have to send one of herself. And she was enjoying the blind friendship. Queenie didn’t even know what Heather did for a living.

			GrayGhost: Don’t be jealous. I’ll probably never see him again anyway. 

			PirateQueen817: You said he saved your life. Sounds like the start of an epic romance. 

			Heather stared at the word on her screen. Romance had never been kind to her. Did she even want that anymore? Her life was plenty full without a man mucking it up.

			She stretched her fingers and replied.

			GrayGhost: I wouldn’t count on it. Okay, I’m off. Should be back online tomorrow around 3ish. 

			PirateQueen817: I’ll be off work by then. See you soon! 

			Heather closed her laptop and got up to stretch. Maybe she needed to start setting a timer. Skull & Crossbones had amazing graphics and adventures at sea that made it easy to imagine you were actually sailing, but chatting with Queenie was quickly becoming one of her favorite parts of the game. Having a friend to confide in who couldn’t ever spill your secrets because she didn’t know your real name was freeing.

			However, it was also addictive, and although she worked from home, she had plenty of things to do. Edgar wandered down the stairs, right on cue, his tail tracing the bannister railing. The black cat called out a half-hearted meow as she bent to pick him up.

			“Oh stop complaining, Mr. Cacey.” She stroked behind his ears, enjoying the loud purr. “You’ll get your dinner.”

			She set Edgar on the floor and filled his dish. While he devoured his food, she went to the fridge and peered inside, even though she had already half decided on heading over to Bob’s again. Eating out was fiscally irresponsible, but cooking for one meant a lot of work before and after. The lure of no cleanup was a huge temptation, and the thought of Bob’s shrimp and hush puppies made the frozen dinners pale in comparison.

			“Enjoy your meal. I’ll be back soon.” She started to reach for her hooded cape but stopped herself. 

			Unlike last night, she wasn’t in a hurry to find anyone. If people stared, let them. In the bathroom, she brushed her long silver hair into a ponytail and swiped a light, frosted-pink gloss over her lips, all while convincing herself it had nothing to do with knowing now that Drake and Bob were friends, or that maybe Drake might be visiting Bob’s Seafood tonight, too.

			She rolled her eyes. 

			Thanks for planting that romance idea in my head, Queenie.

			… 

			Drake finished his beer and set the empty mug on the bar. 

			One-Eyed Bob wandered over with a white hand towel draped over his shoulder, concern lining his good eye. “You sure you don’t want to talk?”

			Drake lifted his gaze, shaking his head. “Nothing to talk about, just having trouble sleeping.”

			Bob placed a fresh mug in front of him. “Heard you got a call from a banshee last night.”

			“Colton has a big mouth.” Drake swiped the mug off the bar. He bit back the frustration building in his gut. He wanted to confide in someone, but even after more than two hundred years, the sick pit of guilt still ate at his insides. Speaking the words out loud was impossible.

			Maybe part of him welcomed the burden of his private hell. 

			You don’t deserve forgiveness or mercy. 

			The door opened behind him before he could examine the source of the statement. He glanced over his shoulder to find Heather coming inside. She wore a long purple crushed-velvet skirt, with a formfitting black top. Her hair was pulled back, exposing her long neck and the soft features of her face. This might’ve been the first time he’d ever seen her in such a well-lit place, but hell, she was beautiful no matter where she was or how her hair was styled. 

			“Drake?” Her smile called to him like a siren. 

			He turned all the way around on the stool. “What are you doing here?”

			She chuckled with a shrug of her creamy shoulders. “Hopefully eating?”

			He smacked his forehead, wishing like hell he was better at small talk. Glancing past her, the knot in his gut eased. “Are you alone?”

			“Yes.” Her gaze swept up and down the bar. “You?”

			“Aye.” He gestured to the stool next to him. “You’re welcome to join me.”

			One-Eyed Bob shooed them with his gnarled hands. “That empty booth over there is calling your names. I’ll bring a fresh plate of shrimp and hush puppies.”

			Drake shot him a look, but Bob didn’t seem to notice as he spun on his heel, heading for the kitchen. The elderly pirate was developing a habit of playing matchmaker. Already, three of his crewmates had found women worthy of joining their crew. Hell, Colton just got married.

			“I’m piss-poor company.” Drake glanced at the booth. “But there’s shrimp and hush puppies in it for us, so…”

			“You make it sound promising.” She raised a teasing brow. “But I wouldn’t want to interrupt a brooding session—” 

			“Brooding?” Laughter burst from his lips, surprising him. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed. “Do you always call it as you see it?”

			“Well, you’re not the first brooder I’ve ever met.” Her lopsided smile spoke of secrets he ached to discover. “You’d think I would learn.”

			An unfamiliar flame sparked in his soul at her declaration. The thought of another man hurting her…it pissed him off. Which made no sense. Neither did stepping in front of an armed man, but he’d done that for her, too. 

			What was it about this woman?

			At the booth, he took a seat across from her and glanced at the empty doorway to the kitchen. Satisfied they were alone, he cleared his throat and found…nothing to say. “No cape tonight?”

			Inwardly, he cursed himself for such a sad excuse at conversation with her, but he couldn’t reel the words back now.

			“Nope.” She lifted her gaze to meet his eyes. “No tool belt tonight?”

			“No.” He chuckled, amazed again at how deftly she crept underneath the suffocating blanket of guilt and spread her light. She was magic. “If Bob needs something fixed, he’ll have to handle it his own damned self.”

			She grinned, her laughter warming him all over. “After last night’s…attack, or whatever it was, I’m glad to see you’re taking some time off.” She sobered. “How are you feeling?”

			“Shitty, if you want an honest answer.” His admission shocked him.

			“Sorry.” She cleared her throat. “Did you have trouble sleeping?” 

			“You could say that.” He frowned. Had Colton been right? Did Heather bring on the banshee’s call? “Would you know anything about that?”

			She shrugged. “Lucky guess considering you still haven’t told me what happened to you last night.” 

			“I’ve got it under control.” His ability to lie was almost as good as his damned small talk. This was why he enjoyed being the ship’s carpenter. Conversation and negotiation weren’t part of his job description. 

			“I gave you my card last night for a reason. If something paranormal is going on, it’s sort of my specialty.”

			He frowned deeper, his brows pinching together. “Did you know I was going to have those dreams? Did you send them?”

			“No.” Her eyes widened before she could bury her reaction. “I’m a medium. I bring messages from the other side. Magic and spells aren’t my thing. I don’t send dreams—or nightmares.” 

			One-Eyed Bob interrupted their exchange with a steaming platter of fried shrimp and hush puppies. He set an iced tea in front of Heather, with a sprig of mint sitting on top instead of a lemon. 

			He winked his good eye at Heather. “Just the way you like it.” 

			Gods, her smile lit up the room. “Thanks, Bob.”

			The old salt went back to the kitchen, and Heather focused on Drake again. “Is there a story to go with the scar on your forehead?”

			Her abrupt change in subject surprised him. He reached up to run his fingers along the smooth skin over his right eye. “Aye.” Careful to avoid any mention of a time frame, he said, “I noticed a loose cleat on the Sea Dog, but we were already underway. I thought I could reinforce it, but the sail pulled with a gust of wind and the damned thing snapped. I woke up a few hours later in the bunk.”

			He put a hush puppy in his mouth before he shared more than he should.

			“Wow.” She took a sip of her tea, her gaze wandering over his face. “You’re lucky it wasn’t tying down the mainsail mast or you could’ve been killed.”

			He swallowed the salty fried bread. “Do you sail?”

			“Not yet.” She picked up a shrimp. “But I play a lot of Skull & Crossbones online during the day since”—she lifted her pale arm, displaying her lack of pigment like a badge of honor—“the sun isn’t my friend.” She ate the shrimp. “I had a character get hit by a cleat during a storm. It killed him.”

			Skull and crossbones online? Her words were English, but he didn’t have a clue what she was talking about. “You have a character?”

			“Yeah. Skull & Crossbones is an online multiplayer game for your PC.”

			That didn’t clear up a damned thing. He didn’t trust technology. If he couldn’t figure out how something worked and how to fix it, he didn’t keep it around. “I don’t even own a computer. I’m lucky I can work my cell phone.”

			“I’ll have to teach you sometime. It takes place on the Indian Ocean during the golden age of piracy. If you like sailing that pirate ship docked on River Street, you’ll love playing virtual pirates.”

			He doubted that, but he was enjoying letting her drive the conversation, so he nodded. “Maybe.”

			She groaned with delight as she ate her first hush puppy, and the sound had blood rushing to his groin. “Oh, they’re still warm.” She finished it off and smiled. “So I’m guessing your story about the scar didn’t end with an emergency room and a plastic surgeon.”

			“No.” A perk of drinking from the Grail meant he’d never been inside a hospital. “We didn’t have a doctor on board, so Greyson stitched me up.”

			“Ouch.” She cringed. “He’s one of the guys who sails with you?”

			“Aye.” He took a swallow of his beer. “He’s our master gunner. Part of the Sea Dog crew.”

			“You need a gunner on a tourist ship?”

			“Every pirate ship needs a man to maintain the cannons and munitions.” Hearing her refer to the replica of the Sea Dog as a tourist ship was starting to get under his skin. But he couldn’t correct her.

			This was why he didn’t date. He couldn’t tell her he’d been on the original Sea Dog or that he sank with the ship in 1795. He’d already stayed at this table too long. “I better get going.”

			“You can’t.” She pointed to the platter. “You have to help me eat this.” The playful spark in her bright eyes tempted him to stay. “Please?”

			Fuck, she was entrancing him. She’d told him earlier she didn’t deal in magic, but every second he sat across from her, he found himself increasingly under her spell. 

			Drake settled back into the booth and snagged a shrimp, biting back a smile. “Ye drive a hard bargain, lass.”

		


		
			Chapter Five

			Hearing Drake mimic a pirate brogue sparked a fire low in her belly and piqued her curiosity. There was a sense of humor hiding inside this guy. She just needed to find it. “Did you always want to be a pirate? Is that how you ended up working on the Sea Dog?”

			He chuckled, focusing on the shrimp in his hand. “Not exactly.” He met her eyes. “I’ve always been a builder. Creating something with my own hands…” He turned his over, staring at the calluses and scars. “Nothing else has ever given me a purpose. While some would burn wood for the fire, I could see the potential of what it could be. And with each project I finished came the hunger to build more.” 

			The passion in his eyes when he talked about carpentry made her want to watch him in action. He shifted in his seat and rolled his shoulders back. She recognized the awkward silence that often happened during her mediumship sessions. He’d shared more than he intended.

			“When my older sister got sick, we needed money, and the Sea Dog needed a carpenter to patch a hole. The rest is history.” He ate the shrimp, watching her for a moment, but something about the way he looked at her didn’t make her feel self-conscious. His gaze seemed more like a caress, like he enjoyed the view. He cleared his throat. “What about you? Have you always heard the dead speak?”

			She smiled and sipped her tea. “As long as I can remember.” She set the glass back on the table. “My grandmother had the gift, too. She encouraged me to develop my skills and taught me not to be afraid. And when I was ready, she gave me this.” She held up her right hand, displaying her grandmother’s moonstone ring. “It was her mother’s, and when she gave it to me, I knew I was ready. I’ve been delivering messages for the dead ever since.”

			“Being in the Bonaventure Cemetery that night must’ve been…busy for you?” 

			“Definitely.” She nodded with a chuckle. “I avoid cemeteries when I can. According to some of the spirits, I apparently shine on the other side like a beacon, alerting them that I can hear them. Most spirits are polite, but there are some that are so desperate to get a message to a loved one that they can be relentless.”

			He sobered, a crease forming on his brow. “Did Agent Bale force you to go with him that night?”

			She shook her head. “I consult for him sometimes. It was my idea to follow him to the cemetery. I knew his loyalties were conflicted, and I worried he might do something he could never take back.”

			He nodded slowly. “We had the same worries about our boatswain, John.”

			“Is the woman he saved from the underground crypt—?”

			“She’s fine.” He interrupted. “You were there, so you know about the Grail, Department 13, and Pandora’s Box, right?”

			She raised a brow. “We’re cutting right to the chase.”

			“No sense pretending if we don’t have to, right?”

			“True, I guess.” She shrugged a shoulder. “All right. I do know the Holy Grail and Pandora’s Box are real. And I also work as a subcontractor for Department 13 when David needs intel from a soul no longer living. Can’t say I know very much about Department 13, since he keeps me on a strictly need-to-know basis. What about you? What’s your connection to Agent Bale and the relics?”

			There was that look again. The same one she’d seen when she told him about the little ghost boy who called Drake Cole his uncle.

			He was about to lie to her again.

			“John’s lady stole the box and found herself in trouble from all sides. We were there for our crewmate. That’s all.”

			What was he hiding? Frustration coiled in her belly like a snake ready to strike. She should get up and leave. She promised herself no more men with secrets, yet here she was. Again. 

			She admitted she worked for a government agent at super-secret Department 13. She’d never shared that with anyone else. Apparently the trust wasn’t mutual. 

			David’s words of warning echoed through her mind. Maybe she should listen.

			“Look, I laid my cards on the table.” She kept her gaze locked on his. “Why aren’t you?” His silence stung. She clucked her tongue when he didn’t answer. “Agent Bale advised me to keep my distance from you and your friends. Maybe he was right.”

			Drake chuffed, breaking eye contact. “Maybe so.”

			“Seriously?” She wanted to grab his broad shoulders and shake him. “I thought we weren’t going to dance around the truth. Did something change?”

			“Some secrets aren’t mine to share. Agent Bale was right to warn you.” 

			“Whatever.” Heather shoved the tray of food toward him and got out of the booth. “When someone shows you who they are, you should believe them, right?” She passed by a surprised Bob on her way out and handed him a twenty dollar bill. “Thanks, Bob. See you soon.”

			She pushed through the glass front door without ever looking back.

			… 

			Drake watched her go, mentally kicking himself, but he didn’t chase her down. It was pretty clear she knew the relics were real, but she didn’t know Drake and his crewmates had taken a drink from the cup. He couldn’t admit his own immortality without exposing his entire crew.

			Bob stopped at his table and let out a little whistle. “Ye charmed that lass right out the door in record time, mate.”

			“Fuck off, Bob.” Drake glared up at his well-meaning friend. “You never should have told her where to find me in the first place.”

			Bob sobered, shaking his head. “I’ve known that woman since she used to sit on the back steps of my kitchen and cry because the kids at school teased her. She’s got a lion’s heart, and when she told me you were in danger, you’re damned right I told her where to find you.” He nudged Drake’s shoulder. “Yer crew cares about you, even if you don’t.” He glanced over at the door. “And if you let a precious soul like that one slip through yer fingers, then you deserve whatever torment you’re putting yourself through.”

			Drake laid some cash on the table and got up, staring down at Bob. “You’re right, I do deserve it.”

			He left the one-eyed pirate behind, grinding his teeth as he ventured out into the darkness. Heather wasn’t lingering in the tiny parking lot. Not that he expected her to be there, but apparently part of him had hoped. Stupid. What would he say? He barely knew her. What if he explained his true age and she told others? He and his crew had been able to remain in Savannah because they were careful to keep their immortality hidden from the world. He didn’t want to lie to her, but he also didn’t want to lose the life his crew had built.

			Somehow, she’d known he was lying, or at best withholding the truth. It didn’t matter. As much as she intrigued him, and even managed to make him laugh, it didn’t change the fact that a banshee wailed in his ears, and his long dead nephew was apparently back from his watery grave to torment him.

			He wasn’t sure how the two were connected yet, but if he cared anything for Heather, he needed to walk away now. A Banshee’s cry meant death would be coming, and he couldn’t die. The last thing he wanted was Heather’s blood on his hands, too.

			Drake pulled up to his house and shut off the headlights. He’d grab his tools from the back of his truck in the morning. His place sat at the end of a bluff in the outskirts of Brunswick, Georgia. He had plenty of privacy and no real threat of robbery. He walked past his humble private dock and into his elevated home. Being on the flood plain, many of the houses were built on pilings, piers, and stilts so the rising water during hurricane season flooded the garage and not the main house. 

			He climbed the stairs and went directly into the master bath, stripping off his clothes and stepping into the hot shower. His eyes burned from lack of sleep, and his chest still ached, tight with regret. Not going after her had taken more restraint than he’d anticipated, her stinging words still echoed in his mind. 

			When someone shows you who they are, you should believe them.

			Fuck, even he didn’t know who he was anymore.

			He’d thought he wasn’t the kind of man to drive a woman away, one whose only sin had been to try to protect him. 

			Until that moment, he’d enjoyed himself, which was rare these days. She made him forget his past and his future. With her, he’d been present, in the moment. Talking freely with Heather had felt natural, and yet far from normal for him. 

			With a hand on either side of the showerhead, he leaned forward, closing his eyes as the hot water poured over his head and down his back. The heat loosened the knots in his shoulders, enticing him to relax, but gradually, shadows crept in.

			The splash of the water filling the tub became a darker sound, centuries old.

			“We’ve hit the rocks!” Keegan shouted over the storm. “Drop the sails!” 

			“NO!” Captain Flynn bellowed through the darkness. “We can make it to port. Stay your course for Savannah!” He turned his steely eyes onto Drake. “Patch that hole! Keep us afloat.”

			Drake grabbed an oil lantern and raced belowdecks, but as he descended the third set of stairs, the Atlantic greeted him, crawling up the steps like a hungry plague. Fuck. 

			Then a bolt of revelation lit through his bloodstream. He pushed his legs faster through the hip-deep water, calling to his nephew. “Thomas!”

			He’d smuggled the eleven-year-old boy aboard when they left England. His sister had pleaded with him, coughing, her lungs surrendering to the consumption festering in her chest. Her time left on earth would be short. She’d urged Drake to take Thomas to the New World. She didn’t want to leave her son an orphan, alone and penniless on the streets of London.

			He could deny his sister nothing. If he could’ve welcomed the disease into his body to spare her, he would have. Instead, he’d find a way to give her this.

			The day the Sea Dog prepared to set sail, Drake smuggled the lanky boy aboard in his duffel bag, instructed him to stay in the workshop below the decks and remain hidden until Drake could get him off the ship in the New World. The boy was obedient and never complained of hunger or thirst, although he must’ve experienced both. Drake brought him rations saved from his own portion, but it wasn’t enough for a growing child.

			And now the boat was taking on water, and Drake’s secret stowaway wouldn’t be secret much longer. But the boy hadn’t come forward at his calls. Adrenaline laced Drake’s bloodstream as he searched and started yelling over the roar of the storm. When he finally located his nephew, Thomas was at the edge of the battered hull, a hammer still gripped in his small hand. 

			He spat out water, fear in his eyes. “I tried to stop it, Uncle. But my legs…I can’t move!”

			Drake pushed through the rising water just above his waist and hung the lamp on the wall. Frowning, he pulled in a breath and dove underneath the cold water. One of the iron vises he used to measure and cut wood now pinned the boy’s legs to the hull of the sinking ship. 

			Breaking through the surface, he gasped for air. All the color had drained from Thomas’s face, and his breath came in short gasps. He cupped his nephew’s cheek in his large hand. “Yer not going down with this ship. Ye understand me, boy?”

			Thomas nodded, his lip trembling. “Hurry.”

			Drake dove into the cold water again and gripped the vise on either side. He tugged, air escaping his lips with the effort. The fucking thing didn’t budge. He needed more leverage. Breaking through, his chest heaved for air while he scanned the area for something to pry the wretched weight off Thomas, and every second, the water level rose.

			Spotting a sturdy iron spear for hauling in shark, Drake splashed across the hull to retrieve it. The shadows around them grew as more water fed on the Sea Dog like a hungry scavenger. He hurried back to Thomas. The boy had to tip his chin up to keep the ocean at bay and struggle for air.

			“That’s it, Thomas.”

			The ship groaned and lurched, opening another hole near the stern. Water gushed in. Fuck. They were running out of time. Drake dropped the spear and grabbed Thomas under his arms. Using all his strength, Drake pulled, cursing Flynn for demanding they reach the shore tonight, and God for trapping this child.

			But none of it mattered. He couldn’t pull Thomas free.

			“I’m sorry, Uncle.” His nephew coughed, spitting out seawater from his lips. “I thought I could plug the hole.” He gasped for air. “Leave me. You have to get off the ship.”

			Drake’s vision wavered, his eyes burning with tears as his decision was made. “I’m not leaving you.”

			He kissed the top of Thomas’s head and closed his eyes.

			The boy sputtered, water garbling his words. “Will we see the angels, Uncle Drake?”

			“Aye,” he whispered as the ocean swallowed them.

			Drake opened his eyes, breaking through the haze of memory. He’d never seen an angel that night. After the burning pain of water filling his lungs, he’d welcomed the blessed darkness and surrendered to the peace.

			He’d never expected to wake up along the bank of the Savannah River, coughing seawater from his lungs. It wasn’t until he stumbled into town that he’d understood what had happened. 

			His sip from the Holy Grail had granted him eternal life. But unlike his crewmates, Drake raged at his fate. He had endless days to carry the burden of Thomas’s death, to dream of his angelic face, to see the terror in his eyes as he realized that his young life was being snuffed out.

			Guilt festered in Drake’s heart, leading him to attempt to end the torture, but nothing stopped the torment. He couldn’t end his wretched life. His physical wounds healed almost instantly, but his soul remained tainted with pain and regret. Unable to die, he worked. Day and night at first. Sleeping brought nightmares, so he did all he could to stay awake, driving his exhausted body to hammer more nails and sand more wood until it became soft and buttery under his callused hands.

			This year things had started changing. The crew found a new purpose while reviving their piracy, this time for the good of their country. In the process, three of his crewmates had also discovered love, and strong women were now part of their crew. For the first time since the original Sea Dog surrendered to the Atlantic Ocean, Drake had managed to sleep through the night, without the constant torment of nightmares. 

			Until Heather mentioned Thomas.

			Drake stepped out of the shower and towel-dried his hair, his head spinning. He’d shut her down before she shared any of the details about the ghost she’d seen on Oatland Island. Had Thomas told her about the night the Sea Dog sank?

			And if someone was after him, then why? 

			He couldn’t die, but…Heather could.

			Fuck.

		


		
			Chapter Six

			David narrowed his eyes at the sails in the distance. He hadn’t visited Savannah since the fiasco in the Bonaventure Cemetery, since his nephew, a few generations removed, died in his arms. He chomped his gum a little faster, reminding himself that he wasn’t here for the backstabbing pirate crew. 

			This trip was about keeping Heather safe.

			His cell vibrated in his pocket. “This is Bale.”

			“Ah, David, how chipper you sound.”

			He rolled his eyes at King’s sarcasm. “Yeah, I’m effervescent. You have a lead for me?”

			“As a matter of fact, I do. You were right. There is a new coven in Savannah.” He cleared his throat and continued. “One of our informants reported a recent recruitment offer. The leader claims she has the power to command the spirits of the dead.”

			David frowned. “A necromancer?” 

			“Not exactly.” Papers shuffled on the other end of the line. “Here it is. She’s not raising dead bodies. She’s commanding the spirits, bending them to her will.”

			“To do her bidding?” David rubbed his forehead. “That’s impossible. How?”

			“I don’t know.” King sighed. “I offered our informant the standard reward package for additional information. I guess we’ll have to wait and see what she can find out.”

			“Let me know if you hear anything.” David ended the call and cursed under his breath. Communicating with spirits was generally accepted, with some mediums being better than others, but “commanding” them was new. The question was how. He’d never stumbled across a relic that offered that kind of power, but that didn’t mean it didn’t exist. 

			Either way, if this woman truly could bend spirits to her will, American citizens could be in danger, and the situation had become a threat that Department 13 would need to stop. He turned away from the river, heading back to the safe-house apartment. He had some research to do.

			… 

			After seeing her final client out, Heather grabbed her laptop and opened Skull & Crossbones. A message from Queenie was already waiting.

			PirateQueen817: Working late. Should be online by 8pm. 

			Heather sighed, pulling her hair back from her forehead. She hadn’t realized how much she’d been looking forward to chatting with Queenie until now. She hadn’t confided in anyone about her meeting with Drake last night, and it was driving her crazy.

			She set the computer aside and started to get up when someone knocked on the front door. Changing course, she peered through the lace curtains and sighed. 

			“Hey, Ash.” She opened the door and stepped back, allowing her twin sister into her living room. “What’s up?”

			Ashley’s gaze zeroed in on the discarded laptop and back to Heather. “Did I interrupt your gaming?”

			Heather rolled her eyes. “Please tell me you didn’t come across town just to remind me about what a waste of time computer gaming is.”

			Ashley went directly to one of the antique wing-backed chairs, tugged on her pencil skirt, and sat. Her sister’s sense of style was opposite of Heather’s. While Heather preferred a more bohemian look, with crushed velvet long skirts and peasant blouses, her sister wore styles that hugged her curves and gave off an aura of power. Daring you to defy her. 

			She placed her Coach bag on the floor next to the chair and crossed her ankles, displaying her leopard-print Ferragamo pumps. With a sigh, she rested her hand on the arm of the chair, making her new ring impossible to miss. The antique, ancient-looking piece of jewelry was out of place with her fashionable attire. The silver serpent coiled around her sister’s finger, its ruby eyes glaring at Heather.

			Her heart stuttered for a second. Heather had seen a similar ring during one of her freelance projects for Department 13. The men who had killed one of David’s informants had been wearing the same ring. They called themselves the Serpent Society, an ancient brotherhood of fanatics trying to earn their way back into the Garden of Eden. As far as Heather knew, they didn’t welcome women into their ranks.

			Where had Ashley found it?

			When she forced her gaze away from the ring, Ashley arched a perfectly manicured brow. “I came across town because we need to talk.”

			Heather wandered back over to the sofa, tucking one foot underneath her as she took a seat, hoping to hide her apprehension. “You could have called.”

			She regretted the words the second they left her mouth. Ashley’s shoulders tensed, her lips pressing together into a thin line. Heather smacked herself inwardly. Why did she have such a tough time connecting with her twin? They were supposed to be cosmically bound from birth, but the years had strained the connection until they rarely spoke, and when they did…this was the result. Stilted, forced conversation.

			But that ring suggested Ashley might be in mortal danger.

			Ashley flipped her dark hair over her shoulder. “I thought I should discuss this with you in person.”

			“Okay.” Dread crept up Heather’s spine. She twisted her grandmother’s ring around her finger with her thumb in an attempt to calm her nerves, and suddenly her grandmother’s spirit surrounded her.

			“It’s time to sell the house.”

			Heather’s jaw dropped. “This house?”

			“Yes.” Ashley bent over to retrieve her purse. “I’ve had a lawyer draw up the papers. We’ll split the proceeds fifty-fifty.” She held out an envelope with a well-practiced smile. “You didn’t think I would let you keep this place forever, did you? Do you know what it’s worth?”

			Heather didn’t reach for the envelope and didn’t acknowledge her grandmother’s cursing. Ashley couldn’t hear it anyway. She didn’t have the gift. 

			“You don’t have any claim to this house. Gram left it to me.” Heather shook her head in an effort to find clarity. “Why are you doing this? You’ve never liked this house.”

			Ashley ran her tongue across her teeth and tossed the envelope onto the coffee table. “Just look over the documents. This doesn’t have to be ugly or emotional. My lawyer found a loophole in the will. I can sue you, and we can waste time and money, but Flynn Enterprises made us an offer that even you can’t refuse.”

			“A loophole?” Heather’s grandmother kept repeating one word. Fight. Heather crossed her arms. “I don’t need to see the offer. I’m not selling.”

			Ashley stood up with a dismissive shrug. “You’re not going to have a choice, sis.” She went to the door and glanced back over her shoulder. “I’ll see you in court.”

			The click of the door echoed through the silence, magnifying the finality of the moment. It was no secret that Ashley had been hurt by their grandmother’s will. Gram left jewelry and investments to Ashley, but the deed to this house, the heirloom of the Storrey family, was given solely to Heather. That decision hadn’t helped their already strained relationship.

			But Heather still hadn’t seen this coming. 

			After eight years, why now? Ashley didn’t need the money. She’d been a phenom in computer programming and eventually opened her own cyber security company. She had offices in Savannah, Los Angeles, and New York.

			Heather didn’t begrudge her sister’s success. Being a medium was never going to pay what her sister was making, but money had never been much of a motivator for her. Over the years, she’d helped police departments, the FBI, and Department 13 solve crimes and bring justice to grieving families. She counseled clients from all over the world. Her work mattered. She could see it in the lightened spirits of the families who sought her help. 

			She stared at the envelope, wishing it might actually disappear. No such luck. Sighing, she reached for it and withdrew the papers. She set aside the ones on legal letterhead and held up the offer from Flynn Enterprises. 

			Six million dollars. 

			She blinked and read the figure again, not quite believing her eyes. The commercial real estate firm in Atlanta had been buying up properties in the historic district of Savannah for some time now, and judging by the figure in the offer, her home was next. She’d be stupid not to take the deal. A fifty-fifty split meant she’d walk away with three million dollars, which was most likely what she could sell the place for on the retail market. This was twice that amount. But why did Flynn Enterprises want her family’s home so badly? 

			She dropped the paper on top of the others and rested her head back on the sofa, closing her eyes. 

			Her grandmother whispered in a voice only Heather could hear, Attic, my angel. The answers are there. Find them. 

			In her empty living room, she didn’t have to worry about anyone questioning her sanity, so she replied out loud. “I’ve been up there, Gram. There are old pictures, the hope chest, and dusty Christmas decorations.”

			You can’t sell this house. Don’t let your sister take this from you. 

			Heather massaged her temples. “Maybe she’s right. It wasn’t fair for you to leave it to me. It’s rightfully half hers, too.”

			Speaking with the dead, even her own relatives, wasn’t an exact science. The connection faded in and out, sometimes a whisper or images, and occasionally emotions, but right now her grandmother’s voice was crystal clear. You’re in danger. 

			“Me?” Heather frowned. “From who?”

			A knock at the door broke the connection. She got up from the couch and opened it to find Drake standing on her porch. His tan skin looked ashen, his eyes puffy, and sweat glistened on his forehead.

			She blinked. “How did you…”

			He held up her business card. “Are you busy? I know it says appointment only, but this couldn’t wait.”

			Was he the danger her grandmother was warning her about? Surely it wasn’t Ashley. They weren’t close, but they were still sisters. She’d protect Ashley with her life. 

			She didn’t move to open the door any wider. “Why are you here?”

			“I was an asshole, but that’s not who I am, or at least not who I used to be.” The pain in the depths of his blue eyes tugged at her stupid heart. He ran a shaky hand through his hair. “I haven’t slept, either. Something evil is on the wind. I’m…worried about you.”

			“Worried enough to trust me?” She raised a brow.

			He straightened a little, that stubborn jaw clenching. “I can trust you with my truths, but I won’t expose anyone else without their consent.”

			“Sorry. I can’t do this.” Heather crossed her arms around her middle. “I think I told you that I consult with David.” She cleared her throat and corrected herself. “Agent Bale. That much is true. But I also dated him. I thought we were in love until I realized a part of him will always be more committed to his job than to me. In the end, he broke my heart, and I promised myself I’d never be second best to someone’s secrets.”

			Something flashed in his eyes at the mention of her relationship with David, but it was gone so fast, maybe she’d misinterpreted it. “Not askin’ ye to love me, lass.” His tone softened, deep and raw, and she caught a trace of that nautical accent she’d heard the other night, only this time it wasn’t playful, it seemed…sincere. He swallowed, searching her eyes. “When ye warned me of danger at the Juliette Gordon Low house, it was a banshee’s wail that dropped me to my knees.”

			Being in the metaphysical community, Heather had cursory knowledge of banshees. As the legends went, they usually signaled a future death. Her pulse kicked up a notch. Maybe Drake really was the danger her grandmother cautioned her about.

			But staring into his tormented eyes, there was an odd familiarity there. From the depths of her soul, she knew he would never hurt her. She wasn’t sure how just yet, but she had a sneaking suspicion the vision of him bowing to her without a scar on his forehead was the key.

			She stepped back, opening the door for him to come inside. He nodded and crossed over the threshold. His scent filled her lungs, and another vision flashed through her mind. He was waving from the riggings of a ship that looked remarkably like the one she’d driven him to the other night. Just as quickly as it came on, it was gone. She checked the street outside. Nothing looked out of the ordinary, but every shadow appeared ominous.

			He took a chair at the draped table she kept set up for readings. Under the fabric, the glass table was etched with a heart. A precious gift from her grandfather to her grandmother. Most of the antiques in the house were woven into the tapestry of her family. Every piece told a story, and they were all she had left of them now.

			Heather sat across from him and took a deep breath. Time to see if he would really trust her with his truths. Whatever the hell that meant.

			“You told me how you got the scar on your forehead, but I don’t think you mentioned when it happened.” He started to open his mouth, but she raised a finger to stop him. “Wait. Before you decide whether or not I can handle the truth, I need to tell you something.” She leaned in closer, her gaze rising to the scar over his brow. “Since we’ve met, I’ve had more than one vision of you. We’ve known each other before. You were dressed in clothes similar to the ghost boy who called you uncle. You bowed to me and offered your hand, and you didn’t have that scar.”

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			Drake rubbed his forehead, stunned and confused. He’d never met this woman before the night at the cemetery, and he definitely had the scar then. He’d acquired it during one of their voyages across the Atlantic from England to the colonies, around 1790 if he had to guess. 

			They didn’t have cell phones to check the date and time back then.

			“That’s impossible. I’ve had the scar for…years. We met in the Bonaventure a couple of months ago.”

			She laid her ivory hands on the table, all her attention on his face. “You can believe in a banshee’s wail, but you can’t believe our souls have met before?”

			“Our souls?” He accepted his verbal communication skills were rusty, but right now he couldn’t grasp what she meant.

			“Past lives, Drake. I’ve lived many.” She raised a brow. “Have you?”

			“What do ye want from me?” He frowned, hardly noticing his true accent had bled into his words. It usually came natural to hide it. “I came here to protect you.”

			“You’re the one who hasn’t slept in days, and your nephew made contact with me because he thought you needed protection.”

			Madness. The woman was twenty steps ahead of him. He ran a shaky hand down his face, struggling to find a way out of this without exposing his entire immortal crew. “The banshee wail isn’t for me.”

			“How can you be so sure?” Concern and a calm wisdom shone in her bright eyes. 

			“Wait.” He blinked, his tone full of equal parts disbelief and wonder. “You know, don’t you?”

			“I suspect.” She got up and came around to his side of the table, offering her hand. “Come with me.”

			He took it, marveling at the silky softness of her skin in his rough, callused hand. She led him over to the couch and pulled him down to sit beside her. Although he loosened his grip on her hand, she didn’t slide hers free. Instead, she stared at their joined hands, her voice distant. “Past lives are just shadows, remnants of forgotten dreams, but our souls recognize energy.” Her gaze lifted to his face. “And that night, when you put yourself between the gunman and me, part of my soul remembered, and maybe yours did, too. That wasn’t the first time we met.”

			“That night…” He lost himself in her eyes, the centuries of loneliness, guilt, and regret swelling until he wasn’t sure he could speak. Every angle of her face spoke to him, but they barely knew each other. In her bright blue eyes, the window to her soul, there was something familiar. If she’d seen him dressed like Thomas, it must’ve been in England. He blinked, unable to wrap his mind around it. “I felt it, too.”

			She squeezed his hand. “So tell me the truth.”

			She made it sound so simple. 

			Nothing about any of this was simple. He cleared his throat and forced himself to speak. “I drank from that cup, the Holy Grail, in 1795.” He paused, examining the weight of that secret shifting inside him. He’d never told a soul. “I’m still here.”

			He waited for her to laugh, or run, or accuse him of lying. Instead, she laced her fingers with his. “And the boy who came to me about his uncle?”

			“My nephew, Thomas.” His vision blurred. He hadn’t spoken the boy’s name aloud since the night they sank, his dark secret buried deep in his heart. His failure. “I held him as we sank with the ship.” His voice caught, cutting to a raspy whisper. “I couldn’t save him.”

			Heather wrapped his hand with both of hers and squeezed, anchoring him. “The boat sinking wasn’t your fault.”

			Gods, he wanted that to be true with every fiber of his being. How could he make her understand? He couldn’t repair the hole. His two hands couldn’t fix it. He’d failed. All the pain, the hope, the ache for connection mixed with her kindness and swirled into a tempest of emotion he couldn’t navigate. 

			No trace of judgment lingered in her gaze. He lifted his free hand, aching for reassurance that this wasn’t a dream. His fingers slid through her silky hair as he tucked it behind her ear. Words were too insignificant for this moment, or this woman. He met her eyes and whispered, “I should go.”

			She tilted her head slightly, her gaze steady. “Why?” 

			He swallowed the lump in his throat. “Because…if I stay…I may kiss you.”

			She didn’t recoil at his confession. Instead, color flushed her pale skin, enticing him closer as he searched her face. 

			“Don’t go,” she whispered.

			He lost his tenuous grip on self-control and leaned in closer, kissing her with an unfamiliar tenderness. His battered heart had been on display for her, his secrets exposed, and instead of rejecting him, she offered acceptance, a safe harbor in the storm of painful memories he’d shouldered alone for centuries. 

			Her hand moved up his chest and around his neck. He tilted his head as her lips parted, opening and welcoming his exploration. She tasted like raindrops and moonlight, delicious and refreshing. He might never get enough. Her fingers tangled in the back of his hair, the pull drawing a long-dormant passion from his soul. He wrapped her in his arms, their tongues tangling in a hungry desperation for closeness. 

			He yearned for her, to claim her, to know every inch of her.

			It had been lifetimes since he’d experienced this kind of connection with another person. Not since…

			He broke the kiss, breathless as he frowned. “In your vision, what was I wearing when I bowed?”

			She blinked as if dazed. The pink flush to her cheeks tempted him to ignore his own question and taste her lips again.

			Heather took a slow breath. “Um… It was a dance. You had your hair tied back, and a blue coat.” A gentle smile warmed her face. “I think it was too small. You couldn’t button it.”

			His heart stuttered in his chest. How could this be real? He released her and raked his hair back with shaky fingers. “You couldn’t possibly know that.”

			Memories flashed through his mind faster than he could track. He got up from the sofa, taking a step back. Only one woman he’d danced with that night. The name rose to his lips, but he was afraid to voice it.

			Heather rose to her feet, concern filling her eyes at his retreat. “Maybe you could fill in the blanks.”

			He turned in her direction, studying her face. 

			This was Heather. He’d trusted her so far. 

			“Her name was…Lucy.” Heather looked nothing like Lucy, and yet…the night they met, he’d recognized her. His mouth went dry. “Her father planned for her to marry well. I was the son of a carpenter. I had no chance. But we fell in love anyway. I promised her I would love her for a thousand years if that was what it took.” A baffled chuckle escaped him as he cursed under his breath. “I don’t know what any of this means.”

			Heather reached for his hand. “It means it took over two hundred years for our souls to find each other again. That much and that little.”

			This couldn’t be real. He rubbed the back of his neck, breaking eye contact. Could she be right? Could souls reconnect across lifetimes and oceans of time? He dropped his hand to his side, looking her way again. “How is any of that ‘little?’”

			“Just because we found each other here and now doesn’t mean we get to pick up where you left off with Lucy. I’m not her. Not in this lifetime, anyway.” Her crooked smile warmed him. “But I’m open to making new memories.”

			“New memories?” He started to smile, but before he could say anything else, a screech stabbed through his skull, piercing like a harpoon through his mind. Drake stumbled backward, gripping his head in his hands. Through the wailing, Thomas’s voice cried, “Save me. Please. Uncle Drake, don’t let me die.”

			Drake covered his ears. The memories and nightmares had taunted him for centuries, but this was different. The night the Sea Dog was lost, Thomas had never begged. 

			“Fuck off,” he grunted, his eardrums pulsating, aching for relief.

			“You left me.” The boy’s cries became a shout, reaching him past the banshee’s high-pitched yowl. “I rotted at the bottom of the ocean. Forgotten! Coward!” 

			Suddenly Thomas’s tear-stained face filled his head and a strangled sob caught in Drake’s throat. “Never. I…I visit.” 

			“Liar!”

			He flinched.

			“An empty plot at the Bonaventure. I’m not there, Uncle. My bones were picked clean by scavengers like garbage!”

			“No, no, no…” Drake kept his eyes shut tight, willing the torment to cease. Praying, begging for silence.

			“You should be dead, Uncle. Not me. Why won’t you die?”

			… 

			Heather left Drake in the living room and ran into the kitchen. In the lower cupboard near the sink, she grabbed her canister of sea salt and a fresh bundle of sage. By the time she got back to the living room, Drake was doubled over at the waist, covering his ears and grunting.

			“Get out of my fucking head!”

			Heather opened the spout and circled him with the salt. The moment the circle was complete around him, he dropped to his knees, gasping for air. 

			She gripped the canister with white knuckles. “Are they gone?”

			He nodded his head without looking up. “It was Thomas.”

			She took the sage over to the abalone shell and lit the end, allowing it to smolder. “Stay inside the ring of salt for now.”

			He lifted his head, his bright blue eyes rimmed in red. “I lied to you that night about not being anyone’s uncle. I’m sorry.”

			She knelt in front of him, being careful not to break the protective ring of salt. “I didn’t cause this.”

			“I know.” His gaze searched her, desperation and fear shadowing his strong features. His voice broke. “I left that boy to Davy Jones. This is my fault.”

			“No.” Thomas’s words echoed through Heather’s mind as she shook her head. “That’s what the witches want you to think.”

			“I held him as the sea claimed us.” He broke eye contact, his shoulders falling under the weight of the guilt he carried. “I meant to perish with him, so he wouldn’t be alone, but the cursed cup denied my wish. I don’t know how I ended up on the banks of the river.”

			Heather caught his chin, pulling his focus back to her. The pain in his gaze stabbed at her heart. “Thomas came to me that night because he was afraid for you, not because he blamed you. Whoever has conjured his spirit out of the sea wants to make you feel responsible.”

			“It was Thomas.” His voice wavered. “I heard his voice.”

			She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I don’t know how they’re doing this, but I’m going to find out.” She ran her finger along the stubble of his cheek, needing to soothe him, aching to ease his pain. Usually she kept her distance from others, but her connection to him was far from usual. This pull to ease his pain was instinctual, like breathing. “That little boy loves you, Drake. That’s why he was so desperate for me to warn you.”

			“And you did that.” He covered her hand with his, sending a charge of awareness up her arm. “My crew will help me. I don’t want to put you in danger.”

			She slid her hand free and stood up, immediately aching from the loss of his touch. “As far as I can tell, no one else on your crew can communicate with the dead. You need me.”

			Time slowed as he got to his feet, rubbing his hands on his jeans. He straightened to his full height and stared directly into her soul. If he tried to push her away for her own safety, she was going to scream. Their souls had found each other again. It meant something, and she was strong enough to see it through. Was he?

			His gaze searched hers, and Drake nodded. “Then we work as a team.”

			“Good.” She pointed at the salt. “Try stepping out of the ring and let’s see if the spirits return.”

			He took a tentative step and then another. 

			She held her breath, but he seemed fine. 

			“It’s quiet,” he whispered.

			“Good.” She caught his hand, leading him toward the stairs. “We have work to do.” He didn’t move. She looked over her shoulder. “Are you all right?”

			“Now that my brain isn’t trying to bleed out my ears, I think whoever is behind this doesn’t know my secret.”

			She raised a brow. “About the Grail?”

			He reached up to rub his forehead. “Before you poured the salt, Thomas asked why I wouldn’t die.” He met her eyes. “The banshee is for me, but I don’t think they realize they can’t collect.”

			… 

			David closed the document file in the browser window and picked up his phone. He pressed Kingsley’s number and waited.

			“Yes?” The Brit answered as if he’d been expecting David’s call all along.

			“None of these scans from the Scrolls of the Dead mention a way to control spiritual energy. I’m missing something.” 

			Department 13 maintained the largest library of rare books and scrolls documenting all aspects and mythologies of paranormal phenomenon in the world. The Scrolls of the Dead not only discussed necromancy, but also provided the most detailed description of spells to accomplish the task. If there was a way to control the spirits of the dead, it should’ve been here. 

			David stared out the window at the sunset coloring the sky. “My gut says this isn’t a spell. If this coven is still recruiting, then they haven’t completed their sacred circle yet. If they can already control the spirits, it’s got to be through using a relic or a charmed object of some kind. They wouldn’t have enough power to generate a strong enough spell without a complete circle.”

			“Devil’s advocate,” Kingsley countered with one of his old standbys. “They could be lying in order to gain recruits.”

			“No.” David waved off the suggestion. “Heather saw the spirit of a boy who died before Oatland Island was ever inhabited. He wasn’t a local haunt tied to the location, and he told her the witches pulled him from the sea.”

			Kingsley cleared his throat. “If that were true, how could a coven of witches steal his spirit from Davy Jones? The legendary keeper of souls lost at sea wouldn’t give one up without a fight.”

			There were countless nautical tales of Davy Jones from the days when sea monsters and sirens haunted the dreams of superstitious sailors. But working for Department 13 had taught David that lurking behind every myth was often an unexplainable reality.

			“You gave me an idea. Send me all the documentation we have on sightings of the Flying Dutchman.”

			“Beyond the Jack Sparrow movies?”

			David rolled his eyes. “I’m serious, King. Get me the information.”

			He ended the call and reached for his coat. If he hurried, he might be able to make it to the maritime museum before they closed.

			In the basement of the Ships of the Seas Maritime Museum, David found Dr. Charlotte Sinclair. As usual, she was the last to leave. “Dr. Sinclair?”

			Her head snapped up from her paperwork, her expression changing from surprise to…annoyance. “Agent Bale. I thought you were finished with us.”

			Charlotte narrowed her dark eyes as she removed her reading glasses. Her long black hair was tied back, neat and tidy like her gray business suit. No one would imagine this historian was also a new member of the Sea Dog pirate crew. Kingsley’s daughter was full of surprises. 

			David stepped into her office and took the chair across from her desk. “I’m not here for the crew. I think my friend Heather might be in danger. I’m looking for information about Davy Jones and the Flying Dutchman. Perhaps the maritime museum has something that might help?”

			“Wow. So Davy Jones is…real?” She got up, speaking as she left her office. “We do have an antique book.” 

			When she returned, she handed David a worn, water-stained book of sea tales. “I think there are some stories about the Flying Dutchman in this book. I’ve got some scans of captains’ journals, too. I can skim those and see if I find anything.”

			“Thank you,” David mumbled, already exploring the text on his lap.

			“You know,” she mused as she sat behind her desk again. “We both happen to know a pirate captain from the 1700s.” She paused for a second. “I could call Ian Flynn. He’s still the Captain of the Sea Dog crew even though they don’t all see eye-to-eye. Maybe he remembers some legends about relics that might control ghosts.”

			“No.” David didn’t lift his head from the text. “The Sea Dog crew has screwed with me for the last time.”

			“Excuse me.” Dr. Sinclair cleared her throat and set her glasses on the desk. “Have you forgotten I’m also part of the Sea Dog crew?”

			He sighed and raised his eyes from the tattered pages. “I haven’t, but they’re not what I need. Right now, it’s after hours at the museum, and a historian makes more sense than a pirate.”

			“But Flynn was alive when all these legends were born.”

			David narrowed his eyes. “Do you know that Flynn has been trying to locate the leader of the Digi Robins ring? We’ve intercepted some of his communications, and your ‘captain’ has been offering to work with the thieves and hackers who nearly cost me my entire career.”

			The Digi Robins were a different brand of pirates altogether. They stole relics and sold them on the dark web to the highest bidder regardless of how dangerous the artifact might be.

			But when they’d taken Pandora’s Box, it also resurrected the Serpent Society, religious fanatics prepared to bring about doomsday in a misguided belief it would reopen the doors to the Garden of Eden. He’d tried to stop both groups during the confrontation at the Bonaventure Cemetery a few months ago, lost more than he bargained for in the fight. He damned well wasn’t going to make the same mistake again.

			Judging by the way Charlotte was gaping at him, he had all the answers he needed. She wielded a powerful psychic gift, being able to astral project her spirit and manipulate matter, but she was a horrible liar. 

			Her reaction made it clear Flynn hadn’t told the crew what he’d been working on. Interesting.

			Since the showdown at the Bonaventure Cemetery, Department 13 had a couple of agents surveilling the Sea Dog’s captain. Flynn’s offices were based in Atlanta, but recently he’d been spending a curious amount of time in Savannah, and when one of their agents visited Flynn Enterprises under the guise of a Geek Squad tech to fix a network issue, he found a cache of digital files on the Digi Robins group, including a list of potential leaders of the dark web thieves.

			David didn’t know the motive behind the attempts to contact the leader yet, but it couldn’t be for anything good. He tapped the page with his finger. Heather had mentioned Drake, the ship’s carpenter; had she met the captain yet? Maybe he could convince her to collect more information on the captain’s movements.

			A crease formed on Charlotte’s forehead. “I thought the Digi Robins disbanded.”

			“They’ve gone dark for now, but disbanded completely? I don’t think so.” He focused his attention on the book again. “But until I know why Flynn is trying to make contact, this stays between you and me.”

			She leaned back in her chair. “When you showed up here after hours looking for books, I agreed as an olive branch. We all feel bad about how it went down at the Bonaventure, but I didn’t agree to keep secrets from my crew. My father may work for you, but I don’t.”

			“Seems your crew didn’t feel bad enough to return the gold bars I gave them for payment.”

			Charlotte smirked. “They’re still pirates, Agent Bale. They found Pandora’s Box and got it back into your hands. It didn’t end the way we all hoped it would, but they held up their end of the bargain with you.”

			“I don’t expect you to understand.” He clenched his jaw to keep from saying something that would encourage her to kick his ass out of her museum. 

			They worked in silence for the better part of an hour before Charlotte gasped. “I think I found something.”

			David set his book aside and came around her desk. “What is it?”

			She pointed to her computer screen. “The Flying Dutchman enslaved spirits lost at sea.”

			“Yeah.” He searched the text on her screen. “But there’s no way a coven of witches pulled a whole ship out of the ocean without someone noticing. They can’t be using the ship.”

			Charlotte scrolled down a little farther and placed her finger on the screen. “But what about the figurehead?”

			David skimmed the captain’s log. It mentioned the hellish glow of the cursed figurehead on the Flying Dutchman, calling to the souls recently perished when the captain’s ship took on water.

			It could have been the exhausted ramblings of a guilt-ridden sea captain, but David’s gut told him this was the lead he’d been searching for. And if he was right, the next step would be figuring out how a coven got their hands on it.

			“This is good.” He nodded, taking a photo of her screen in place of handwritten notes. “I’ll check in with your father and see if he can find any references to the figurehead in our Department 13 files.”

			“I’ll let you know if I come across any more mentions here, too.”

			David straightened his tie. “Thank you.” He crossed to the door and looked back. “And I’ll ask again, please leave the rest of the Sea Dog crew out of this.”

			She removed her glasses. “I don’t know why Captain Flynn is looking for the leader of the Digi Robins, but the Sea Dog crew could be an asset in this search. No one knows Savannah as well as they do.”

			“No thanks. I’ve got it from here.” He climbed the stairs from the basement, taking them two at a time. He had work to do.

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			Heather moved a couple more dusty boxes and wiped her hands on her skirt. Why did her grandmother keep telling her to come up here? The lamp in the corner barely illuminated the attic space, so she had her cell phone flashlight on, too, as she read her grandmother’s scrawled writing on the boxes. Being in a dimly lit attic at night might’ve been like a scene from a horror movie, but with Drake working alongside her and her grandmother’s spirit whispering in her ear, the creep factor dropped dramatically.

			“I wish I knew what I was looking for.” She sighed and reached for another box.

			Drake glanced her way as he restacked the boxes she had already inspected. “Can’t you call your grandmother, or whatever it is you do to talk to the ghosts? Maybe she can tell us.”

			She chuckled. “Oh, I wish it were that easy.” She looked up at him. “It’s not like making a phone call. I get words, or pictures, and sometimes both, but the souls are energy now, and I think they forget that I can’t just flash through time and space like they do. They expect me to understand their messages, but on my end, they’re usually more like a riddle than an answer.”

			“Can I help? What has she told you so far?” He leaned on the stack of boxes, crossing his arms over his broad chest. Even dusty and weary, he made her heart pound. It had nothing to do with any past lives they may have shared and everything to do with that kiss. Her toes might never uncurl. It had started so slow and tender and ignited a passion that burned her from the inside out.

			But he was immortal. She tried to shove the thought aside, lied to herself that it didn’t matter, but after being burned by David, she should have learned. Why couldn’t she get weak knees from a regular, boring, mortal accountant? Someone mundane she could grow old with. She glanced over at the hulking pirate in her attic and sighed as her pulse raced. She needed to get a grip.

			She pulled her hair back from her forehead, struggling to gather her thoughts. “She kept repeating that I was in danger and told me ‘it’ was in the attic.”

			“It?” 

			“Yeah.” She sighed again. “Helpful, right? I got the feeling it was something for protection.”

			“Like a talisman?”

			“Could be.” She pointed at the boxes beside him. “But I doubt it’s in with the old pictures, 8mm film reels, and slides.”

			He scanned the tight space and walked over to the cedar trunk in the corner. “What about this?”

			“It’s a hope chest. My grandmother passed it down to my mother, then she filled it for me and my sister.”

			He raised a brow. “What’s a hope chest?”

			Heather smiled. “You fill it with hopes for a future marriage and family.”

			“Did you use it?”

			She shook her head. “I’ve never been married, and I haven’t even looked inside since I was a little girl.” Marriage had never been a priority, and lately, simply not falling for a guy who can’t love might be enough. “My mom used to dream of weddings for me and my twin sister, but she and my dad died before she ever got to see it come to fruition.”

			“You have a twin sister?”

			Her earlier confrontation with Ashley filled her head. “I do…but we’re not close.”

			“Do you think whatever you need could be in this chest?”

			“I don’t think so.” She got up and crossed to him. “It would’ve been easy to show me a mental image of the trunk. I would’ve recognized it.”

			Energy zipped up her fingers as she opened the latch. Interesting. Maybe Drake was on to something. She opened the lid, the scent of cedar assaulting her senses. Her mother had carefully labeled the inside, designating the right side of the chest to be for Heather and the left for Ashley. She ran her finger over her mom’s neat printing. A pang of grief shot through her heart. As a medium, many people assumed she had no need to grieve her parents. Surely she could speak with them any time she wished.

			They didn’t understand the reality. While she sometimes sensed her mother was present, she didn’t always hear her voice. And she’d give up everything she owned for one more hug.

			Her hand trembled as she reached for the veil on the top of her side of the hope chest. The ivory lace was bound to an antique comb adorned with pearls. She held it up, her heart clenching tight. “This was my grandmother’s.”

			Drake watched her every move but didn’t make a comment. She carefully laid the veil on the rocking chair and removed an old framed photo of her sitting on Gram’s lap. Her vision wavered, her heart full of happy memories. She placed the frame beside her on the floor and then lifted out a vinyl record album, Ella Fitzgerald Sings the Johnny Mercer Song Book.

			A note in her mom’s writing was clipped to the front: Heather’s wedding dance.

			Ella Fitzgerald. Good taste, Mom. 

			She turned the album over to see the song list and found a small gold star sticker next to one song. Heather chuckled and looked up at Drake. “It’s Ella Fitzgerald singing ‘I Remember You.’ She wanted this to be the first dance at my wedding. Way to plan every detail, Mom.” She set the record aside. “She loved Johnny Mercer’s songs. She was so proud that he grew up here in her hometown.” 

			“He was a funny kid. I did some cabinetry work for his father. Johnny was always singing. He even knew some of the Geechee tunes.” He chuckled, gazing into the darkness. “As soon as he was out of school, he left for New York. Big dreams.”

			“You knew the Mercers…” Her words died off as she shook her head. “I forget you’ve lived here for a long time.”

			He glanced around the room, maybe uncomfortable with her moment of awe. It had to be strange to have someone know his secret after so many lifetimes.

			He cleared his throat. “If there was a record player up here, we could play the song.”

			Heather found her music app on her phone and searched for “I Remember You.” She clicked the title, and suddenly Ella’s voice filled the room. She crooned about Tahiti as Heather stood up. This was a silly waste of time. What if the witches attacked him again?

			But her doubts trailed off the moment Drake turned her way with a dashing, barely there smile that had her heart thumping in her ears. He bowed, offering her his hand with the other tucked behind his back. Her vision blurred as she blinked back an unexpected wave of emotion. He hadn’t aged a day since that glimpse she’d seen from a past life they’d shared. She stared at his offered hand, aching to take it, and at the same time desperate to run. He would live forever. She would not. Every touch made her want more. She was setting herself up for heartbreak.

			A lock of blond hair fell down onto his forehead as he watched her, and her will cracked. She took his hand. 

			He straightened and pulled her into his arms. For a big guy, he was light on his feet, spinning her into a slow waltz. She wasn’t much of a dancer, but his strong lead made it easy to follow his steps. Being this close to him seemed natural, not awkward or stiff, and his masculine scent intoxicated her as their bodies swayed to the tune. 

			Ella sang about remembering love, and Heather closed her eyes, her lips curving into a smile as she rested her head against his chest. Drake hummed along, apparently more familiar with the song than she was. 

			Her mother downplayed the psychic gifts that ran in their maternal bloodline and claimed not to possess any, but Heather had suspected that might not be entirely true. Although her mom didn’t communicate with the dead, she’d always had prophetic dreams. 

			As Heather danced in Drake’s arms, she caught herself wondering, had her mother seen this moment all those years ago? Had she known Heather would fall in love with a soul she’d known in another lifetime?

			No. Don’t fall in love. Enjoy your time with him now, but eventually it will become your enemy. It’ll separate you.

			She pushed the warnings away, embracing the melody. This song choice spoke volumes. Later in life, Johnny Mercer had confessed the song was written about his lifelong love affair with Judy Garland. Had they found each other again on the other side? Or were their souls on earth again, searching for a second chance.

			Drake dipped her, and Heather opened her eyes, their gazes locked on each other. He brought her back upright, resting his forehead on hers. “I could dance with you all night, but this probably isn’t the protection we were looking for.”

			He was right. What was she doing? She forced herself to step back, breaking away from him. Why did being with him have to feel so…natural? “Sorry. You’re right. We have witches to stop.”

			“Don’t be sorry. I’m not.” The hunger in his eyes had heat pooling low in her belly. Damn. Drake’s desire was plain for her to see.

			“No one has ever looked at me the way you do.”

			A crease lined his brow. “What do you mean?”

			She pried herself from the intensity of his gaze and knelt down beside the trunk, lifting out some hand-knit baby sweaters and a few more photos. Anything to keep from making eye contact. 

			“I mean, I’m different.” She shrugged, reaching for a yellowed envelope. “My whole life people have stared at me. Bullies in school called me a ghost and a freak.” She stole a glance up at him. “But you’ve never made it an issue.”

			He knelt down beside her. “Because it’s not. You’re one of a kind in a world that mass produces everything.” He shook his head, his voice dropping to a gravelly whisper. “You’re beautiful, Heather.”

			She couldn’t find words, so she pressed her lips to his, allowing her touch to speak for her. He drew back slowly with a sexy smile. “Let’s find whatever we were sent up here to discover.” 

			She took a slow breath and nodded, already aching to kiss him again. Focus. She returned to the flashlight app on her phone and shined it on the envelope.

			Gram’s shaky script stained the front. My Sweet Heather.

			“What is it?” Drake asked.

			“I’m not sure.” She stood and handed him her phone. “Hold the light for me?”

			He took it with a nod as she carefully slid the brittle paper out of the envelope. She reached for her grandmother’s energy, but for now, she and Drake were alone. After unfolding the note, she held it under the light, skimming her grandmother’s letter.

			My Angel, Heather—

			If you’re reading this note, then your mother’s dream is coming to fruition. She saw love and danger, two sides of the same coin. I promised her I would contact you and send you to the attic if this day ever came, but I pray this letter will never be read.

			Your sister has always pined for your gift, for your power, and for this house. Our home was built on a powerful ley line, Angel. Ashley can sense this. She always has. 

			We crafted a talisman for you. Keep it with you at all times. When the banshee wails for you, she will return empty-handed. I wish we could do more to protect you from this fate.

			Remember, you are loved, and we are with you always.

			Gram

			The hair on the back of Heather’s neck rose as she passed the letter to Drake. “Mom knew.”

			He frowned as he read the note. “I thought she didn’t have the gift.”

			“I always suspected she had a touch of clairvoyance, but I never knew for sure.”

			A crease formed on his brow as he met her eyes. “She thought your sister means you harm.”

			“We don’t get along very well, but Ashley would never hurt me. Not physically anyway.” 

			“Can she hear the dead?”

			“No.” Heather knelt back down to the trunk. “But she used to dabble in magic when we were kids. Love spells and sleeping potions mostly. She’d probably deny it now.”

			Her fingertips brushed a bump along the bottom lining of the trunk. She traced the line with her fingernail and carefully peeled back the paper to reveal a small velvet pouch. Her pulse raced as she opened the drawstrings. Reaching into the bag, she withdrew a simple gold chain with a tiny crystal angel pendant. She held it up to the light, marveling at the red glow in the center.

			“Did you find something?” Drake asked.

			Heather wasn’t sure yet. Witchcraft wasn’t really her wheelhouse, but growing up in Savannah she’d come in contact with some of the practitioners over the years. Unlike New Orleans, voodoo wasn’t a tourist attraction in Savannah, but the conjurers still existed here. Buried under the Georgia heat, myth and magic blended together like a sweet mint julip.

			And although she’d need to get confirmation, she was almost sure the heart of this pendant contained a drop of her Gram’s blood.

			She cleared her throat. “I don’t know, but I bet one of the root doctors around here can tell me.” She unclasped the necklace and put it around her neck. The angel lay in the center of her chest just below her collarbone. She ran her fingertips over it and met Drake’s eyes. “Before you got here tonight, my sister stopped by.”

			He folded the letter, a muscle in his cheek tensing. “Did she hurt you?”

			“Like I said, not physically. But she is trying to take this house.” Dread knotted in Heather’s stomach. “She’s got an offer on the house.”

			He raised a brow. “You’re not going to sell it, are you?”

			“No. I could be an idiot for passing it up.” She worried her lower lip. “Maybe she does know this house is on ley lines and told Ian Flynn.”

			Drake’s gaze snapped to her face. “Captain Flynn is trying to buy your house?”

			“Captain?” Were they talking about the same guy? “Ian Flynn is the owner of Flynn Enterprises. The commercial real estate company in Atlanta.”

			Drake cursed under his breath and lifted his gaze to her face. “He was also the captain of the Sea Dog. He’s the one who gave the order to keep sailing during the storm that sank us. He’s captain in name only now. Colton owns the replica we built.”

			“Wow.” She put the puzzle pieces together in her head. “You’re telling me he’s immortal, too?” Her head spun with questions, but instead she blurted out, “He’s offered us six million dollars for the house.”

			“Don’t take it. He’s a greedy bastard with no love for Savannah’s history. My crew has fought for decades to keep him from destroying the historic district with his plans for new hotels and resorts. He’ll demolish everything and take your family’s history to see his vision realized.” Drake handed her the letter. “I’ll handle him.”

			“But why offer twice what it’s worth?” Flynn Enterprises didn’t become one of the biggest commercial real estate developers in the state by making bad deals. 

			“I don’t know yet, but until I do, don’t sign anything.” He took out his cell phone to place a call, but she stopped him, squeezing his arm.

			He met her eyes. “What’s wrong?”

			“There was something else I noticed when Ashley stopped by.” She lifted her eyes to his face. “She was wearing a really old ring. I’ve seen images of them before when I was helping David on a case for Department 13.” She swallowed the lump in her throat and forced the words out. “It was a serpent with red eyes.”

			Drake’s eyes widened. “She was wearing the ring of the Serpent Society? That’s impossible. It doesn’t make any sense. They don’t allow women to be part of their fanatical group.”

			David had never told her about the Serpent Society, but the bits and pieces she’d collected from the dead while helping him told her the fanatical group was willing to kill to keep their secrets. “I know what I saw.”

			“Where did she get it?”

			Heather frowned. “I don’t know, but maybe that’s what attracted Flynn?”

			Drake shook his head, worry lining his eyes. “The captain loathes the serpent zealots as much as I do.”

			“Then why do you look so concerned?”

			He took her hand, leading her back toward the stairs. “Because if she’s got one of their rings, you can bet they’re already hunting her to get it back. They’ve been around for centuries because they keep their existence secret. The rings have to be earned. They’ll take it back, one way or another.”

			A surge of adrenaline coursed through her veins. Maybe her mother had misread the signs from her dream. Maybe the danger wasn’t from Ashley. 

			Maybe the danger was aimed right at her.

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			Drake leaned against his truck, his eyes on Heather’s house. Not knowing what the fuck to do was new to him, and he hated it. This situation wasn’t something he could fix with his own two hands. 

			Heather was convinced her sister was the one with a target on her back, but Drake wasn’t so sure. And if Heather really was the one in danger, between the banshee wails and his nephew haunting him, Drake could be incapacitated when she needed him most. 

			The realization sent dread creeping down his spine.

			He took out his phone and scrolled through the contacts until he found Greyson’s number. 

			Since the 1700s, Greyson had been the master gunner of the Sea Dog crew. After centuries of target practice sessions with all manner of weapons, his aim with a pistol or a rifle rivaled any man alive. These days he ran his own personal security company and enjoyed any chance to utilize his weapons skills. 

			Plus, he’d be the least likely to pepper Drake with questions he wasn’t sure he could answer yet, which made him an even more desirable choice to ask for help.

			Greyson came on the line after the first ring. “Drake? What’s up, mate?”

			“I need a favor.”

			“All right.” He paused. “You need muscle on a project?”

			Heather’s shadow crossed the drawn living room drapes. “Not exactly. There’s a house that I want you to watch overnight for me.” He gave Greyson the address and added, “Bring weapons.”

			“I’m always armed, mate.” His tone was all business now. “What’s the job?”

			“I think Heather Storrey is in danger, and I need to go up to Atlanta to meet with Captain Flynn.”

			“Why do I recognize her name?” Greyson asked.

			“She’s the medium in town that Agent Bale works with sometimes.” She was so much more than that. Memories of their kiss filled his head and warmed his bloodstream. He hadn’t been sure he believed her theory about her past life, but kissing her had instantly reminded him what it had been like to kiss a woman he’d be willing to die for. The difference between love and lust. A woman who made him risk hoping for a future. He hadn’t done that since Lucy. 

			He’d failed Lucy. This time would be different.

			“Ah. The lass who chats with the dead, right?”

			“Aye.” Drake nodded. 

			“And who do you think has their sights on her?”

			“I’m not sure yet, but it could be the Serpent Society, witches, or maybe her own sister.” He scanned the area for any sign of threats.

			“And she’s not eager for protection?” 

			Drake shrugged. “More like she doesn’t believe she’s in danger. Either way, I’m not leaving Savannah without knowing someone is looking out for her.”

			“I get it.” Greyson chuckled. “Be there in a half hour.”

			Drake slid his phone back into his pocket. He hadn’t told Greyson why her safety was so important to him, but his instincts to call the master gunner had been correct. Greyson didn’t ask too many questions, and with him in charge of her security, Drake would be able to focus all his attention on Flynn and his business dealings with Heather’s twin sister.

			Captain Flynn was many things, but no one would ever accuse him of having a charitable heart. If he really made an offer worth more than the property’s value, there was a reason, and it didn’t have anything to do with Heather’s best interests.

			… 

			Heather was already second-guessing her decision to send Drake home tonight. Rationally, it made sense. There wasn’t a real future for them anyway, so why make things complicated? It wasn’t like they were going to fall in love and get married and grow old together. He’d never age. Besides, she barely knew him, and while there was definitely chemistry between them, now wasn’t a great time to be distracted, not when her own flesh and blood needed her. 

			Convincing Ashley of that fact was going to be difficult enough without Drake standing by, ready to leap into action at any moment.

			Although all of that was true, now that she was alone in the house, every noise made her jump, from the ice maker in the fridge to the grandfather clock in the den. She forced her overactive imagination to back off, picked up her cell, and pressed Ashley’s name.

			“This is Ashley.”

			“Hi, Ash, it’s Heather.”

			Her sister didn’t miss a beat. “Have you reconsidered the deal for the house?”

			“No.” Heather rubbed her forehead. “I wasn’t calling about any of that.”

			“We don’t have much time.” Ashley sighed. “I need to give Flynn Enterprises an answer before they spend that money elsewhere.”

			“Then I guess you’ll have to take me to court over the will.” Heather’s gaze fell on her reading table passed down through the generations, just like this house. Giving it up would be like losing everyone all over again. She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m not interested in selling.”

			“You’re just going to kiss off three million dollars? Unbelievable.” Ashley groaned, cursing under her breath. “If you’re not even going to consider the offer, then why the hell did you call me at all?”

			“Because I’m worried you’re in danger. That ring you were wearing today is dangerous.”

			“Oh please.” Ashley tsked. “Do not tell me you called to alert me that my fashion choices scare you.”

			“I’ve seen those serpent rings before.” Heather pulled her hair back from her forehead and got up, pacing her living room. “They’re fanatics, Ash. They’ll come for the ring, and these aren’t kindhearted monks. They’ll kill anyone who gets in the way of their calling, and trust me, women aren’t part of it. Where did you get it, anyway?”

			“An estate sale. And while I appreciate your sudden concern for my well-being, unless you’re ready to give me my half of the house, I’d rather you didn’t call me again.”

			Heather froze in disbelief. Ash had a tendency for dramatics, but she couldn’t be serious about cutting her out of her life. “You’re the only family I have left. My twin sister. We should be together, not fighting over an old will.”

			“Easy for you to say when that ‘old will’ gave you everything.”

			“That’s not true.” Heather struggled to keep from raising her voice. “She left you plenty of money and jewelry.”

			“None of it is worth as much as that roof over your head. I’m finished talking about this. If there’s nothing else…”

			“Why are you changing the subject?” Heather wanted to reach through the phone and shake her sister. “I’m not kidding about the ring, Ash. They’ll kill you. It’s how they operate.”

			“I can take care of myself.” She cleared her throat. “Goodbye, Heather.”

			“Ash…” she whispered, but the line was already dead.

			How could she protect her sister if Ashley wasn’t willing to admit how she got the ring in the first place? Heather sighed and sat on the couch, reaching for her laptop. She opened it and fired up Skull & Crossbones. If she didn’t decompress, she was going to explode, and that wouldn’t help her convince Ashley of the danger lurking around her, either.

			When the game loaded, the chat screen was already live. 

			PirateQueen817: Hope you get here soon. Sick of getting trolled by gamers with a Y chromosome. 

			Just seeing Queenie was online unknotted Heather’s frayed nerves. She couldn’t confide everything, but even releasing some of the pent-up emotions was a huge pressure release.

			GrayGhost: Sorry I’m late. It’s been a day… 

			PirateQueen817: Shit. I was hoping you were out enjoying yourself with Drake. 

			Heather chuckled, her fingers flying across the keyboard in answer.

			GrayGhost: Oh I enjoyed him for sure, but it’s complicated. 

			They played for about an hour before her internet connection slowed and forced Heather’s pirate ship directly into a storm. Damn it. It was for the best. She needed to get offline anyway and figure out how to protect her sister, even though Ashley made it clear she didn’t want Heather’s help.

			GrayGhost: The lag is killing me. I’m signing off for the night. 

			PirateQueen817: Go find Drake! I’m living vicariously through you. 

			GrayGhost: I’ll do my best. Night Queenie! 

			Heather shut her laptop, feeling much better than she had earlier in the night. Maybe now she could come up with a plan.

			A knock came at the door and she nearly had to peel herself off the ceiling. Who could be calling at this time of night? So much for her newfound peace.

			She picked up her canister of pepper spray and peered through the peephole. A tanned man with long braided hair was standing on her porch. He was wearing a black trench coat, easy to hide a weapon.

			Yeah, there was no way she was opening this door.

			He knocked again, this time adding, “Ms. Storrey, Drake sent me.”

			She frowned and shouted her reply. “Why?”

			“He’s worried about you, lass.” He paused, maybe waiting for her to respond. She wasn’t sure. “Didn’t mean to upset you. I thought he told you I’d be outside watching over the place.”

			“Well, he didn’t,” she yelled through the door. “Who are you?”

			“Greyson. I’m the master gunner on the Sea Dog, but these days I spend most of my time doing personal security.”

			Drake had made it no secret that he didn’t like leaving her alone at her house tonight. But would he seriously take it so far as to hire his friend to watch her place without telling her?

			Probably. 

			But until she was sure, the door was staying locked. She took out her phone and sent a text to David.

			Is one of the Sea Dog crew named Greyson? 

			From the other side of the door, Greyson said, “I’m going to check the perimeter. You’ll never know I’m here.”

			She checked the peephole as he jogged down the stairs from her porch. Her phone buzzed, pulling her attention. David’s text filled the screen.

			He’s the master gunner. Why?

			She worried her lower lip, trying to decide how much to share with David. His reply made it clear Greyson wasn’t lying. But if she didn’t answer at all, David would be the next male on her porch, and she didn’t have the bandwidth left to deal with him tonight, too.

			Just curious. Sorry to bother you. 

			She held her breath, waiting for his reply, but it didn’t come. Good. 

			Over on the couch, she switched to her contacts list, ready to send Drake a would’ve-been-nice-to-know-you-asked-an-armed-pirate-to-watch-my-house text, when she realized he never gave her his number. He’d shown up on her doorstep. No phone calls. Greyson must have it, but she wasn’t going to walk out there, wandering in the dark, and surprise a guy with a gun. 

			Boundaries would need to be set with Drake later. For now, she’d try meditating. Maybe her grandmother could help her find common ground with Ashley. 

			Heather had to protect her. Somehow.

			… 

			David stared at Heather’s text, poised to remind her again that getting mixed up with the Sea Dog crew was a mistake, but his phone rang, interrupting him. He checked the screen and answered, “What do you have for me, King?”

			“I may have found something useful.”

			All thoughts of warning Heather evaporated. David reached for his yellow legal pad. “What is it?”

			“I ran a thorough scan of dark web postings that included the word ‘figurehead.’”

			David nodded, pen at the ready. “And…”

			“And most were useless, but I did find an interesting posting.”

			David rolled his eyes, his patience wearing thin. “All right.”

			“There was a thread of conversation regarding the Flying Dutchman and the legends about the figurehead being the source of the ship’s power, luring lost souls to work on the crew for Davy Jones.” He paused, almost long enough for David to speak. “And Dr. Trumain’s name turned up.”

			Trumain used to be the director of the maritime museum in Savannah, but somewhere along the way, he was lured into the Serpent Society. The historian died during the shoot-out at the Bonaventure Cemetery, the same night David’s distant nephew perished. 

			David jotted the name on the pad. “What did Trumain have to say?”

			“He claimed to have a buyer if anyone had the artifact. He offered to inspect it for authenticity.”

			David frowned. “The date on the post?”

			“Six months ago.”

			Trumain was definitely part of the Serpent Society at that point. David tapped the pen against the paper while his brain chewed on the information. “Safe to say if some treasure hunter actually did find the figurehead, the buyer was the monks from the Serpent Society.”

			“That was my thought, too.” King cleared his throat. “But what would religious fanatics need with the Flying Dutchman’s figurehead? It’s not a part of the Bible.”

			“True, but I’ve been reading over some of the captains’ logs from the maritime museum that mention the relic calling to lost souls in the sea. Some went so far as to believe the figurehead could control the ghosts.” David paused, mulling it over. “Maybe he read those stories, too. If that figurehead is real, it could be a threat to the Serpent Society’s dogma.”

			Kingsley hmm’d in agreement. “They might purchase it to keep anyone else from discovering its existence.”

			“Exactly.” David wrote a few frantic notes. “That gives me a place to start. But it doesn’t explain how a coven of witches got it.”

			“Pity.” Kingsley sighed. “That’s where my trail goes cold. I’ll keep searching.”

			“Thanks, King.” A few months ago, David would’ve hung up by now. Instead, he added, “This was a good lead. I appreciate your help.”

			Kingsley mumbled something, obviously unsure what to do with David’s praise. Finally he settled on, “I’ll be in touch if I find anything else.”

			The call ended and David set his phone aside. He’d bet his life the Serpents wouldn’t sell anything to a woman. They saw females as daughters of Eve, the original sinner. If they achieved their mission of entering Eden again, it wouldn’t be with a woman at their side.

			There’s no way they’d sell to a coven of witches.

			And that left him right back where he started. He circled the word coven over and over, but an answer didn’t become clear. Not yet. But it would. 

			If the relic really could force spirits to obey commands, Americans could be in danger, and Heather might be caught in the crossfire.

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			Drake hit the call button beside an ornate black wrought iron gate that spelled out Flynn. “It’s Drake. Open the gate, Captain.”

			“I thought we taught you how to operate that paperweight you carry in your pocket.” Flynn’s voice cut through the quiet of the darkened driveway. “It’s after eleven o’clock at night. Use your cell and call me tomorrow.”

			Drake punched the button again. “I’m not discussing this on a damned phone. I drove all the way to fucking Atlanta to talk, so either open this damned gate, or I’ll drive my truck through it. Your choice.”

			“Fuck,” Flynn scoffed through the speaker, but the gate rolled open.

			Drake parked near the front door of Flynn’s castle. The outside of the custom home resembled the castles they’d left behind in England centuries ago, but the interior featured every modern-day luxury.

			How the captain could tolerate it was a mystery. Drake was still adjusting to cell phones, and only because his crew had insisted they be able to reach him, but that’s where he drew the line. Technology made him twitchy. He didn’t understand how it worked, and as a carpenter who had spent lifetimes building things with his own two hands, the not knowing unsettled him. Because of that, he didn’t own a computer, have an email, or a social media account to post and hashtag, whatever the hell that was.

			The door opened as he approached, and Flynn narrowed his eyes, scanning the driveway. “What is so damned important?”

			Drake crossed his arms. “Why are you trying to buy Heather Storrey’s home in Savannah for more than it’s worth?”

			“Are you fucking kidding me?” Flynn clenched his jaw, a copper brow shooting up. “What does any of that have to do with my ship’s carpenter?”

			“She’s my friend, and I know you well enough to know this deal will benefit you much more than her and her twin sister.” Drake balled his hands into fists, struggling to channel his frustration. “Are we going to do this on the doorstep?”

			“This is madness.” Flynn stepped back, muttering as Drake passed by. “You don’t have any friends.”

			Drake spun around as the door closed. “Fuck you, Captain. I care about Heather, and I won’t allow you to steal her birthright and destroy the only family she has left.”

			He hummed as he stared at Drake. “You do care. Interesting.” Flynn led him into a spacious library and took a seat on an ornate antique chair. More of a throne. The arms of the chair were gold-plated, ending in the shape of huge lion paws. Flynn drummed his fingers on the edge. “How well do you know these sisters?”

			Drake sat across from him in a modest velvet side chair. “I only know Heather, but dangling that money in front of her sister was a dick move. If you pulled title information on the property, then you already know Ashley Storrey has no claim to the house.”

			“Eventually, you’ll see it was necessary.” Flynn leaned back in the chair. “I don’t give a flying fuck about that house. It’s Ashley I’m interested in.”

			Drake struggled to keep his jaw from dropping. “You offered twice what the place was worth, and you expect me to believe you don’t even want that property? You’ve been trying to build your new hotel in the heart of Savannah’s historic district for years. Stop lying to me. Swinging a hammer makes me strong, not slow-witted, Captain.”

			“The hotel would be a perk, it’s true. But that’s not my reason for this deal.” Flynn cleared his throat and leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. His intense blue eyes pinned Drake to his seat. “This is a delicate matter, and until I have all the pieces in place, this needs to stay between us. I’ll alert the rest of the crew once I’ve negotiated an agreement.”

			“I’m not keeping secrets for you, and I’m not going to stand here and watch you take her house.” Drake leaned forward his chair. “I don’t give a shit about your delicate matter.”

			Flynn shot him a condescending glare. “Let me see if I can make you understand. After Agent Bale dissolved our agreement to assist Department 13 in recovering relics for the government, I made no secret to the crew that I would search out the leader of the Digi Robins for a similar deal and perhaps a cut of their action.” 

			Recovering relics was an interesting way to describe the service they provided to Agent Bale. When the government agent first approached them, he’d explained that his department still needed to abide by American laws. Because of their past history of piracy, they were more willing to bend the rules. Truth be told, being asked to steal under the flag of protecting his country from paranormal threats had left Drake feeling more alive than he had in a century. Maybe that was why Flynn seemed so determined to continue pirating for the highest bidder. 

			Flynn twisted the large ruby-eyed skull ring on his finger. “I believe Ashley Storrey is the illusive leader of the Digi Robins, but I needed to develop our relationship and earn her trust. So I made her a deal she couldn’t refuse.”

			Drake frowned. “Heather told me her sister is the CEO of an internet security firm with multiple offices. Why would Ashley be a part of a dark web group that steals from the rich and pays for medical care for people in need? When would she have time for that, and why would a wealthy businesswoman risk breaking the law?”

			“I’m not going to bore you with the details of my investigation, but my gut says it’s her, and she meets the profile. She’s savvy in programming, and her business already watches the dark web in order to protect their clients from virtual calamities.” He cleared his throat. “Forming her side company would be simple for a smart woman like that. I don’t care about her reasons for forming the Digi Robins, only that my crew can get an even share of the money.”

			Flynn straightened, settling back into his throne chair again. “I realize you doubt my intentions, but I’m confident over our long history together you’ll find that my first concern is always for my crew. Finding the Holy Grail and Pandora’s Box were only the beginning. This is a chance to keep our piracy alive, to give our existence a purpose again. You should be thanking me.”

			Drake mulled over the new information, his gaze wandering around the room filled with priceless antiques that sparkled under the state-of-the-art lighting system. “Heather told me Ashley was wearing a serpent ring.” Drake shifted his attention to Flynn. “Did you know about that?”

			Flynn’s bewildered expression answered before he could speak. “She’s a woman. They’d never allow it.”

			“That’s what I thought, too, and if she wasn’t initiated into the Serpent Society, the only way she could get one of their rings would be to pry it off their cold dead fingers.” Drake paused. “If you’re right, and she’s really ‘Robin,’ the leader of the Digi Robins, then she could’ve discovered one of her merry band had gotten involved with the Serpents.”

			When the Digi Robins stole Pandora’s Box from Department 13, they inadvertently exposed Agent Bale’s distant nephew as a member of the underground thievery ring. Before the youth died, it also became clear he’d hired Dr. Trumain to open Pandora’s Box, entangling the Digi Robins with one of the oldest cults on the planet.

			Flynn stroked his copper goatee. “You think she was at the Bonaventure Cemetery the night Dr. Trumain was killed.”

			“If she’s who you think she is, then yes.”

			“She’s wearing Trumain’s ring.” A crease lined the captain’s brow. “Agent Bale’s team closed the site and cleaned it. The locals don’t even know two people died that night. How could she have gotten past them to steal it?”

			Drake crossed his arms, struggling over how much to share with the Captain about the psychic attacks he’d suffered over the past few days, but Flynn’s earlier words about his loyalty to his crew came back to haunt Drake. Ian Flynn had always been a greedy bastard, working all of them to the bone and eventually sending the Sea Dog to the bottom of the ocean, but his loyalty had never wavered.

			“She may have had help.” Drake swallowed the lump in his throat and forced the words out. “A coven of witches has been attacking me. I hear a banshee’s wail. They mean to kill me, but we both know that’s impossible.” Drake pulled his hair back from his forehead. “I haven’t slept in days, and my nephew’s ghost torments me.”

			Flynn tapped his index finger on the arm of the throne. “The stowaway?”

			“Shit.” Drake shot out of his chair, scowling as the realization sank in. “All this time…you knew?”

			“Aye.” Flynn met his eyes. “Did ye really believe I never walked the bowels of my ship? I could tell you how many bilge rats sank that night with the Sea Dog.”

			The revelation erupted in his heart like a volcano spewing raw fury into his veins. “You knew there was a child belowdecks, and you ordered us to sail into that storm anyway? You fucking knew it was suicide.” He crossed to Flynn’s chair in two strides, pointing at his chest. “You murdered that boy!”

			“You can’t place that blame on me.” Flynn shook his head slowly. “It was yours the moment you brought a child onto a pirate ship.”

			Drake lunged forward, grabbing Flynn’s shirt in both fists and jerking him to his feet. “The Sea Dog wouldn’t have sunk if you hadn’t been so hell-bent on reaching Savannah that night. I’d kill you right now if that were even possible.” He released the man with a jerk, sending Flynn stumbling backward. “You’re not fucking worth it anyway.”

			Drake turned to leave the room when a shriek pierced his inner ear, and the world blurred into a spiral of vertigo. His sea legs struggled to find their equilibrium as he clamped his hands over his ears. An anguished scream raked through his throat, and he dropped to his knees. Through his narrowed gaze, Thomas stepped out of the shadows with vengeance in his eyes.

			… 

			After her meditation, Heather stretched and tried to take refuge in her bed, but sleep wouldn’t come. She grabbed her robe and went downstairs. If she could talk to Drake, maybe she could at least settle her mind, but in order to make that happen, she needed his phone number.

			She opened the front door and peered out. Savannah’s historic district was usually bustling with ghost tours at night, but the silence on the square told her it was later than she realized. Was Greyson still patrolling?

			As if he heard her internal question, he walked under the yellow glow of one of the streetlights. “Heather?”

			He was shorter than Drake, but his build resonated strength even under his trench coat. “Agent Bale told me you’re the master gunner for the Sea Dog crew.”

			“I am.” His eyes narrowed as he scanned the darkness. “Is everything all right?”

			“Yeah.” She nodded, pulling her robe a little tighter around herself. “I was wondering if you had Drake’s cell phone number.”

			“Aye.” He started for the porch steps and stopped. “Mind if I come inside?”

			Her lips curved at his manners. He was much older than he looked. “Sure.” She stepped back, leaving the door ajar for him.

			Greyson entered, closing the door behind him. His gaze wandered over her, but she didn’t detect the usual fear and awe at her pale complexion. In the light, he was her polar opposite. His skin was a deep sun-kissed tan. This was a man who spent most of his time outdoors. He wore his brown hair in long, tight braids, and as he offered his hand in greeting, she noticed a tattoo on his forearm. It was a sword with two blades, joined together at the tip into one. She’d never seen anything like it.

			“Nice to meet you.” She shook his hand, lifting her gaze from the tattoo. “Does the sword symbolize something?”

			“My love of weaponry?” He chuckled and released her, glancing at his arm before meeting her eyes. “It’s a mythological blade. The Tyrfing is a cursed sword of legend that could cut through any material, metal, stone, flesh. Inspires me, I guess.”

			He took his phone out of his pocket. “Drake’s not big on technology. Having his number doesn’t mean he’ll ever answer it.”

			Heather smiled as she reached for hers and opened her contacts. “He mentioned something about that.”

			Greyson lifted his head with a mischievous spark in his hazel eyes. “Yer not going to call my mate and bust his balls for having me watch yer place, right?”

			Heather laughed, shaking her head. “Not exactly.” Unlike Drake, Greyson didn’t seem to try to hide his true accent. Maybe Drake had told him she knew their secret. What else had he shared about her? “Did Drake tell you what I do for a living?”

			“Didn’t need to. I’ve heard your name before.” His smile dimmed. “Is it depressing to speak with the dead?”

			“No. At least not to me.” She shrugged. “In fact, most of the time I get to pass on messages of love and hope to families, so it’s actually kind of inspiring to see that love never dies.”

			He pondered her words for a moment before giving her Drake’s cell phone number. With his crooked grin in full force, he headed for the door. “You’ll be lucky if he answers. You have no idea how hard my mate fights technology.”

			“Wait,” she said. “Are you just going to sit outside my house all night?”

			“Aye.” He nodded. “Drake’s pretty convinced you’re in danger, and watching people is what I do these days. Don’t worry. You’ll never know I’m lurking about.” He winked and exited before she could say anything else.

			Heather chuckled and pressed the call button on her phone. She didn’t recognize the voice that answered.

			“Drake needs help.”

			Heather frowned. “Who is this? What happened?”

			“He’s on the floor, hands over his ears.” 

			Drake let out a pained wail in the background. Oh, god, she recognized that sound. He was being attacked again.

			“Salt.” Heather gripped her phone tighter. “Circle him with salt. Now.”

			Whoever had answered set the phone aside, footsteps fading into the distance. He returned a few seconds later and Drake’s groans quieted. Heather breathed a sigh of relief, closing her eyes.

			The other man picked up the phone again. “What the fuck was that?”

			She ignored his question, opened her eyes again, and countered, “Who are you? Why do you have Drake’s phone?”

			“This is Ian Flynn.”

			Heather frowned, tightening her grip on the phone. “You’re the one who made an offer on my house.”

			“Aye. Have you decided to accept my offer?”

			Was he seriously trying to make a deal with her, while Drake was incapacitated on the floor? “Go to hell.” She sat on the couch. “How’s Drake?”

			“Better. The salt helped.” 

			She rested back into the sofa, relief washing through her muscles.

			“Good.” She rubbed out the tension in her forehead. “Can you give him the phone?”

			Drake’s deep voice came through. “Are you all right?”

			“Me?” She raised a brow even though he couldn’t see it. “You’re the one who just got targeted by a psychic attack again.”

			“Aye, but I can’t die, remember?”

			What would happen when those witches figured that out? Heather didn’t want to wander down that line of thought just yet.

			“When will you be back in Savannah?”

			“In a few hours,” he answered without hesitation.

			Heather frowned. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

			“No way I’ll be sleeping tonight anyway after that banshee wail. Might as well go home.”

			She cleared her throat, reminding herself why she’d called in the first place. “I guess you’re planning on replacing Greyson in front of my house?”

			“How did you…” He cursed under his breath. “Look, I couldn’t leave you unprotected, and I needed to talk to Flynn.”

			“That’s what the infernal cell phone is for, carpenter!” Flynn groaned in the background.

			“Fuck off!” Drake growled.

			Heather smiled in spite of herself. His mistrust of a cell phone was adorably old school. But he also asked an armed man to watch her house without even consulting her first. The smile vanished.

			Drake’s voice softened. “I’ll come by in the morning and explain everything.”

			“All right. I have an appointment at noon tomorrow. Can you be here by nine o’clock?”

			“Aye.” He cleared his throat. “I just wanted to know you were safe.”

			“I didn’t say your intention was bad, but the follow-through needs some work. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She ended the call and settled back onto the couch, wishing she wasn’t excited at the prospect of seeing him in the morning. Getting attached to another unavailable man would only lead to more heartbreak. She was smarter than this.

			But her heart didn’t seem to care. 

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			David awoke with a start, reaching for his cell phone in one fluid motion. An idea had crept into his dreams from his subconscious, and he needed to act before the thread faded into the ether.

			He pressed Kingsley’s name and waited. 

			On the fourth ring, King answered, his words slurring together in spite of the accent. “The sun’s not even in the bloody sky yet. What the hell is wrong with you?”

			“A few days ago, you told me you had seen an invite to join a new coven in Savannah.” David sat up, placing his feet on the cool floor. “Can you find it again?”

			“This couldn’t have waited until I got into the office?”

			“No.” David raked his hand back through his hair. “Sorry, King, but this is really important. I need you to find the details for me. I’ll send Agent Henderson in undercover. If we can infiltrate the coven, we can collect the figurehead and maybe determine how they got it from the Serpents. This is our best shot to secure the relic and track down the remaining Serpent Society members.”

			“I see.” Kingsley’s voice found its usual clipped pace. “I’ll get dressed and I’ll let you know what I find once I get to the office.”

			“Thanks, King.” 

			David ended the call and scrolled through his phone.

			This case was eating him up from the inside. It was too personal, too close to feelings he didn’t want to inspect closely. He never should have dated Heather Storrey. She was a subcontractor for Department 13, and he knew better than mixing personal life with business. It was treacherous territory. After the fallout, he’d ghosted her because he’d been too chickenshit to face her, to see the pain in her eyes.

			Now she was getting tangled up with the Sea Dog crew. His fault, too.

			But maybe if he could find the figurehead and stop the threat to Heather, he could live with the past and move on. Actions were louder than words.

			His finger hovered over Agent Henderson’s name. Aura had quickly moved up the ranks of Department 13 to become not only their best marksman, but a damned fine undercover agent. David had more years of experience undercover, and after decades working in Department 13, he was proficient when it came to wielding magic spells, but it would be easier for Aura to enter a coven of witches. Some covens welcomed males, but he didn’t have the time to discover if that would be the case here. It would be faster to place Agent Henderson.

			First, King needed to get her an invite.

			He pressed her name and waited.

			“Agent Henderson,” she answered in a puff, her breathing labored.

			David glanced at the clock. Five a.m. and she was already working out. All the agents in Department 13 had their own reasons for committing their lives to protecting Americans from paranormal threats. Aura had joined them after she survived a demon attack in a seedy club while running an undercover sting operation for the NYPD.

			Whatever mental demons still chased her, she kept them to herself. Her work ethic was impeccable, and she was deadly, with countless weapons both traditional and mythical.

			“This is Bale. I have King working a lead for me right now.” He got up, pacing the room. It was easier to think on his feet. “Can you be ready for an undercover assignment this week?”

			“Of course, sir. What kind of assignment?”

			“There’s a new coven in Savannah, and it appears they may have the figurehead from the Flying Dutchman in their possession. I need you to join them, find out if they have it and how they got it. I’ll have an extraction team come for you and the relic once we know where it’s hidden.”

			She didn’t reply right away. 

			David frowned. “Aura?”

			“I’m here. I’ll be ready, sir.” She cleared her throat. “I’ll need some training. Witchcraft isn’t my specialty.”

			David nodded. “Yeah. I’ll connect you with Petra in the occult division. She can give you the basics for an initiate.”

			“Maybe she’d be a better fit for this assignment?”

			David raised a brow. It wasn’t like Henderson to turn down a chance to go undercover. “Petra doesn’t have your weapons training.”

			“Is this a violent coven?”

			“I can’t be sure.” David sat on the edge of the bed again, staring down at the multicolored throw rug. “If my working theory is right, they managed to take the figurehead from the Serpent Society.”

			“And the Serpents never would have sold it to a woman,” she replied without hesitation.

			“Exactly. It may have been violent. I won’t know until we get inside. You’re the only agent I can send in for this one. I know it’s not your usual area, but if they killed to get this thing…”

			“I understand, sir. I’ll find Petra when I get to the office.”

			“Thanks, Henderson.”

			He dropped his cell phone on the bed, wondering about her hesitation. His gut still told him she was the best pick for this detail, but he’d have to stay close. 

			If she needed backup, he’d be there.

			… 

			The sky was just beginning to lighten as Drake drove up to Heather’s house. Shades of peach and pink bathed the heavens, a new day in an endless stretch of eternity. The sunrise left him unrenewed, his soul still empty from last night’s onslaught. This time Thomas had been relentless in his accusations, his attack focused on the soft spots in Drake’s spirit. The wounds that would never heal. 

			The boy wept for his suffering mother, Drake’s sister, and accused him of breaking the blood oath he’d given her that he would protect Thomas with his life. Drake had failed her on every level.

			And although Heather warned him the spirit of his nephew was being controlled by others like a puppet, the words stung with truth and left him shaken to his core. Thomas was right. He didn’t deserve to be alive.

			But he also couldn’t die. Would he spend eternity haunted until he sank into madness?

			Greyson approached Drake’s truck with his customary swagger, shaking the carpenter out of his own private torture. 

			While most of the crew had blended into the current era with their jobs and clothes, even masking their true nautical accents, their gunner had taken another course. The calendar read 2020, but Greyson was every bit the pirate he’d always been. His long braids still hung down his back, and his sea legs gave him the confident, surefooted sway of a man who had passed through many storms and come away even stronger.

			Greyson stopped at the driver’s side door. “How’d it go with the captain?”

			“He wasn’t happy to see me, but I got the information I needed.” Drake scanned the dark windows of Heather’s house. “Any activity around here?”

			Greyson shook his head. “Other than my brief encounter with the mistress of the house, all’s quiet.” He dug into his pocket and withdrew a gold coin, flipping it through his fingers. He claimed the action kept his mind focused. “I did come across an evil eye on the north side of the house.” 

			He reached into his coat pocket with his free hand and took out a round piece of blue glass with a white circle and another black dot, like a pupil, in the center. He dropped it into Drake’s hand. “Makes me think you’re right about her being in danger, but other than the trinket, no one else appeared.”

			Drake turned the eye over, inspecting it before clenching his fist tight around the token. He met Greyson’s gaze. “Flynn thinks Heather’s twin sister, Ashley, is the head of the Digi Robins.”

			Greyson’s eyes narrowed as he turned back toward the house. “Does Heather know?”

			“I don’t think so, but we haven’t discussed it. She believes her sister is in danger, but maybe this piece of glass will help bring her around.” 

			Drake didn’t put much stock in magic, or at least he didn’t used to. Things were changing rapidly in that department. While the crew helped Department 13 recover Pandora’s Box from the Digi Robins thievery ring, Drake had built a replica of the box. Being in the same room with the vile thing unsettled him. He’d heard the whispers emanating through the cracks of the ancient chest of horrors. Evil promises and threats called to him, tempting him to open the lid, begging him to free them from their prison.

			Since then, he’d caught himself checking over his shoulder at night, and the lack of sleep from the ghostly encounters wasn’t helping the growing paranoia festering in his gut. A few months ago, he would have laughed at the blue glass trinket. In the dim light of daybreak, the sight of it sent a shiver down his back.

			Someone was wishing evil on Heather.

			… 

			There was a knock on Heather’s door just before nine o’clock. The corner of her mouth twitched as she set her laptop aside and stood up. Drake was right on time. She opened the door and her smile faded. Drake’s gorgeous blue eyes were bloodshot and his tanned skin ashen. She stepped back to let him inside and closed the door behind him.

			“You didn’t sleep last night.” She frowned, following him over to the sofa.

			“Haven’t slept well in days.” He sat on her couch and ran a shaky hand down his face. “We need to talk about your sister.”

			Heather shook her head. “I’ll handle Ashley. You should get some sleep.”

			“They’ll get in my head. I’m safer awake.” He patted the couch beside him. “Yer the one in danger, lass.”

			She sighed and sat beside him. “So are you.”

			“Aye, but death isn’t an option for me.”

			She stared into his tormented eyes and cupped his cheek. “It’s not death that I’m worried about.”

			“One problem at a time.” He covered her hand with his and closed his eyes for a moment, as if he wanted to absorb the comfort she was offering. A warm feeling bloomed in her chest, right until he said, “Flynn is convinced your sister is the leader of the Digi Robins thievery ring on the dark web.”

			“The Digi what?” 

			Drake opened his eyes and raised a brow. “Agent Bale didn’t tell you about them?”

			She lowered her hand from his face and settled back into the couch. “Our relationship is…complicated.”

			A muscle flexed in Drake’s cheek, and his voice took on a gruff tone. “Complicated is a bullshit term. He used you when it was convenient for him and shut you out when it wasn’t. Call a spade a spade. He’s an arse, and he never deserved you.”

			His blunt, but right on point, assessment made her smile. She’d spent most of her life as a loner. Having someone stick up for her was new. 

			She nodded slowly. “You’re probably right.”

			“Damn straight.” He relaxed a little. “I’m the least qualified of my crew to explain this, but as I understand it, the Digi Robins are thieves on the internet who steal and then sell the stolen goods on some kind of dark web to pay for medical care for folks who can’t afford the treatments. I can introduce you to Harmony. She used to work for them, but after the mess with Pandora’s Box, our boatswain coaxed her into joining our crew and leaving the digital pirates behind.”

			Heather smiled at his terminology. Drake was rough, exhausted, and out of his element, but he already trusted her more than David ever had. Until now, she hadn’t realized how many excuses she’d made for David’s behavior. 

			National security, the less you know the better. Bullshit. Drake was right. Whether intentional or not, David had been using her.

			“My sister is super busy running an internet security firm. It’d be too risky. If anyone discovered this side business, selling stolen items on the dark web, she’d lose everything.”

			Drake shrugged a shoulder. “Or, since her company needs to monitor threats anyway, she’s the perfect person to use the dark webs without anyone detecting it.”

			God, he was sexy and so damned cute when he tried to talk about virtual tech. Her heart threatened to thump out of her chest like a cartoon. She forced herself to focus again. “Okay, even if that were true, what’s that got to do with the serpent ring on her finger?”

			“Flynn believes she must’ve been in the Bonaventure Cemetery the same night we were there, watching from the shadows.”

			Heather struggled to picture Ashley, in her Ferragamo shoes and matching bag, hiding in the shadows of a cemetery while shots were fired. It couldn’t be true. No, if Ashley had witnessed a murder she would’ve called the police, not twisted the ring off a dead man’s finger.

			She shook her head. “Even if she was, which…seriously, I can’t even imagine that, but if she was there, how did she get past the Department 13 cleanup crew? I can’t see my sister going to that much trouble to steal an antique ring.”

			“Aye.” Drake nodded. “Maybe she figured the ring was payment for Pandora’s Box, since we returned it to Department 13.”

			“That still doesn’t answer how she got past David’s team.” 

			A vague memory fluttered through her head. High school. Heather had come home to find her grandmother frantic. “Your sister is toying with things better left alone.”

			Grandmother had already been teaching Heather to use her gift and develop her skills in communicating with the dead. In the beginning, she’d worked with both sisters, but Ashley didn’t have a talent for it. She couldn’t hear them like Heather did.

			Heather asked her grandmother to explain, but instead she’d opened her weathered hand to show Heather a tiny doll with wiry hair and a blue disc made of glass. “She’s dabbling in dark magic.”

			At the time, Heather had defended her sister. They were fifteen, and Ashley was rebellious. 

			“These are not toys.” Her grandmother spat on the ground, making the sign of Archangel Michael with the toe of her boot as she pocketed the trinkets. She lifted her gaze to Heather’s face. “Not in my house.”

			Heather frowned, pushing the memory aside. She’d always thought it was a phase. Growing up, Ashley had frowned on Heather’s psychic gift. Her sister was firmly rooted in the material world, building her fortune in money, not spirituality or magic.

			But what if Heather was wrong? What if there was a side of her twin sister she’d never seen?

			She cleared her suddenly dry throat. “I need to talk to Ashley.”

			“Not yet.” Drake shook his head and laid a blue piece of glass on the table. “Greyson found this on the north side of your house.”

			She stared at the evil eye and back up at him. “They sell those in all kinds of tourist shops around town. Someone could have dropped it during a ghost tour.”

			“Not much chance it fell right onto your property, facing your house. It might’ve landed near your place. Maybe.” The intensity in his eyes had her on edge. “The other option is that someone placed it there with bad intentions.”

			She pulled her long silver hair over her shoulder. “Why would you think it has anything to do with my sister?”

			“Because she wants your house.”

			Now that sounded more like her sister. “I can handle Ashley.” 

			She reached for his hand. Touching him, even this simple threading of their fingers, centered her. It seemed natural, like breathing, like she’d found the missing piece of her soul. And when she looked into his exhausted, tormented blue eyes, her desire to heal him swamped her, blotting out her mental warnings to protect her heart. 

			Drake had eternity. She did not. And no amount of love or passion would change that fundamental difference. 

			She squeezed his hand. “First we need to stop these witches from attacking you. I’m going to call David and see if he’s had any luck finding out if there’s a new coven in town. His department tracks those things.” He said he’d call if he had any information, but as usual, he hadn’t.

			Drake stared at their joined hands, his thumb caressing her skin. “I want you to meet Skye, Colton’s wife. She’s got the sight. Maybe she can give us the information without getting Bale involved.”

			“The sight? As in seeing the future?” Heather had suspected her own mother had moments of clairvoyance, but she’d never met another psychic with a reliable clairvoyant gift.

			“Aye.” His thumb trailed across her soft skin. “She can catch glimpses of what’s to come.”

			“I’d love to meet her.” She waited for him to lift his gaze and smiled. “Can I interest you in breakfast?”

			“Food always interests me.” His lopsided grin turned her knees to rubber. And every minute she spent in his company made her ache for hundreds more. 

			Dangerous. Maybe she was just tired of being alone. Maybe she could simply enjoy the time she had with him without allowing her heart to get entangled in the mix.

			Could she really keep her heart out of it? If she couldn’t stop the ghosts from haunting him, she’d never get to find out.

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			Drake fought through the angry spatters of bacon grease to turn the strips, stealing glances at Heather as she mixed the batter for waffles. He’d been alive for over two hundred years now, and he’d lost count of the exact number, but he was certain this was the first time he’d ever cooked with a woman. Sure, he’d prepared food for himself and helped One-Eyed Bob in the galley on the Sea Dog before, but the salty old sailor was far from a female.

			Everything Heather did had fluidity to it, almost ethereal, like she moved to a symphony only she could hear. She fascinated him. 

			The waffle iron hissed as she poured the batter in and clamped it closed. She peeked back over her shoulder and caught him staring. Color flushed her pale skin, warming him all over. 

			“How’s the bacon coming along?”

			As if the cursed bubbling oil heard her, it popped, hitting his bare forearm while he was focused on her. “Shit!” He jumped back from the stove, bumping into her. With tongs in one hand, he caught her waist with the other, steadying her. Their gazes locked and time slowed. He struggled to breathe, his voice a raw whisper. “Tell me something.”

			She stared into his eyes. “Okay.”

			For a moment, he couldn’t find words. Maybe it was having her so close that he caught the lavender scent of her hair, or the way her ice-blue eyes looked right into his soul. He swallowed the lump in his throat. “How do you make me forget?”

			She blinked, her full lips curving into a tentative smile. “Forget what?”

			“Everything.” He smirked at his own lack of vocabulary. Think, man. He tried again. “When I have you in my arms, the rest of the world fades. My inadequacies, my guilt, the ghosts from the past, they all take a back seat. I’ve tried to silence them for lifetimes.” He searched her face. “You’re magic.”

			Heather brought her hand to his cheek and whispered, “Kiss me.”

			He didn’t hesitate, tasting her soft lips until his pulse thrummed in his ears.

			Her mouth welcomed him as his tongue tangled slowly with hers. He held her tighter, losing himself in the feel of her body pressed against his. The tongs clanked against the granite countertop as he wrapped his other arm around her, his large hand exploring her back. She moaned into the kiss as his fingertips slipped underneath the back of her shirt. His calloused hands caressed the silky-smooth skin of her back, his erection threatening to break free of the zipper of his jeans.

			He’d never wanted anyone so badly in his long life. Lost in his hunger, he boosted her up onto the kitchen counter. She parted her thighs and he moved even closer. They had on far too many clothes. 

			Before he could lift her shirt over her head, a loud beeping pierced his ears. Drake broke the kiss, turning to find smoke pluming from the cast-iron skillet. 

			“Aw, fuck!” He grabbed the oven mitt and pulled the heavy pan away from the flame. 

			Heather reached around him to twist off the burner and then opened the window over the sink. Coughing from the smoke, he set the pan back down, waving the bank of fog away with the pot holder until the smoke detector was finally appeased. He peered down at what used to be bacon. The strips looked more like charcoal than meat.

			Her hand slid up his back as she laughed. “I didn’t want bacon anyway.”

			“Yer sayin’ I battled that grease for nothing?” He brandished the tiny burn on his arm. It would be gone in a few minutes. Fast healing was one of the perks of drinking from the Grail.

			She pressed her lips to his forearm right beside the wound. The sight making him forget all about the fucking bacon. She was the most beautiful, sexy, intriguing woman he’d ever seen. 

			Her breath caressed his skin as she whispered, “My hero.”

			He wanted to be more than that. Following that path would be riddled with heartbreak as time stole her from him and left him behind. 

			A new beep mercifully interrupted his thoughts. Heather turned around and opened the waffle iron, revealing a perfectly browned Belgian waffle. His stomach growled in response, and the smile on her face made him wish he could stop time. 

			She put the waffle on a plate and refilled the iron. “I’ll split it with you while the next one cooks.”

			He opened a couple of drawers and withdrew two forks. “Deal.”

			They sat next to each other at the antique dining table. He admired the woodworking while she spread butter and syrup over the waffle. He hadn’t built this furniture, but he could appreciate the craftsmanship.

			She peered over at him and plucked a fork from his hand. “Don’t tell me you made this table. It’s been in my family since the 1800s.”

			He chuckled, shaking his head. “No, but I bet I knew the bloke who did. Not many furniture makers in Savannah back then. I was working on cabinetry and doors back then. Not much for furniture in those days.”

			He took a bite of the waffle and groaned as the sweet buttery squares assaulted his taste buds. Meeting her eyes, he swallowed and grinned. “Thanks for making breakfast. I’m sorry I wasn’t more help.”

			Her ice-blue eyes sparkled. “Oh, you were plenty of help…just maybe not with the bacon.”

			“I enjoy helping you.” He placed his free hand on her thigh under the table, stunned by the way she coaxed this playful side out of him. So often his thoughts wandered down dark paths, but she shined light into the shadows of his soul, showing him a new future.

			She bumped him with her shoulder. “I have clients coming soon, but I could use some more help…tonight.”

			Flirting. They were fucking flirting. Amazing he still knew how.

			He leaned in, his lips brushing her ear. “Until tonight, then.”

			A small shiver ran through her, and instantly blood was pumping far from his brain. She stabbed a piece of waffle and lifted it to his lips. “Tonight.”

			He took the bite into his mouth slowly, drinking in the desire in her eyes. He’d believed this part of himself to be long dead, but every second with her drew him back toward the light, toward life. She was a miracle.

			Something chimed from the living room, and Heather looked over her shoulder but didn’t move to fetch anything.

			He raised a brow. “Do you need to answer that?” 

			“No, I mean, not right now.” She turned his way again. “It’s not my phone, that’s my chat box on my game. Over on the computer. I can reply later.”

			He could barely operate his cell phone and didn’t own a computer. Games were confined to cards and dice. He couldn’t imagine what someone might play on one of those machines.

			Her gaze wandered over his face. “Have you ever played a computer game?”

			“No.” He forked another piece of waffle as the iron beeped from the kitchen, saving him from embarrassing himself any further.

			Heather vanished into the kitchen and returned with a fresh steaming waffle. “Maybe sometime I could show you my game. It’s called Skull & Crossbones.” She paused like he might recognize the name. When he didn’t, she added, “It’s a multiplayer online pirate game. I could introduce you to my crew.”

			An unexpected smile curved his lips. “You pretend you’re a pirate?”

			She chuckled. “Well, I don’t personally, but I play pirate characters. It’s really fun.” Her hand settled on his leg and squeezed. “Plus, with a real pirate at my side, you might be able to help me kick some troll asses.”

			“I’m curious, I’ll give you that.”

			“Good.” She grinned. “It’ll be fun.”

			Strangely, he was beginning to believe her.

			… 

			David drove the dark back alleys of Savannah like a local. Since the Holy Grail had turned up missing a few months ago, and the Serpent Society had reemerged a few months ago, he’d been spending plenty of time in the historic city.

			His passenger was uncharacteristically quiet. He glanced over at Aura and frowned. “Is there something about this assignment that bothers you? Usually you’re eager for undercover work.”

			She straightened her peasant blouse and sighed. “I’m eager when I can blend in, sir. I’m not sure I can manage that this time.”

			“I know we didn’t get much time for background work on this one, but infiltrating this new coven is our only chance to make a grab for the Flying Dutchman’s figurehead. If it really does give someone the power to control ghosts, we’ve got to contain it, and according to King’s intel, the coven has one spot left before the circle is complete. We need you to be in it.”

			Aura smirked, shaking her head. “I understand the importance of the mission. It’s my lack of prep time that’s bothering me.”

			“I’ll be close by for extraction. Petra gave you a crash course in witchcraft, right?”

			She nodded, but her expression was anything but confident. “I know the words to say, and the pecking order for a new initiate, but I don’t have any magic, sir. I’m a specialist with weapons, not magic. If they test me, my cover will be blown.”

			David pulled the car over behind a bookstore and turned off the engine. He twisted her way, his gaze locking on hers. “Kingsley took care of your background and your references. You know the jargon. They need you more than you need them. You’re going to complete their circle. They’re not going to give you a magic test.”

			She arched a brow. “You sound pretty sure of that.”

			He tipped his head her way. “You’re our best undercover agent. I have faith in you.”

			She rolled her eyes. “We both know you’re the best.”

			“Not for this operation,” he chuckled.

			“I hope being female and knowing the words to a few spells will be enough.”

			He straightened behind the wheel. “You’re going to stay inside only long enough to find out where they’re keeping the figurehead. This is a quick mission. You’ll be out after one or two meetings.”

			She pressed her lips together and nodded. “You’re right.” 

			Aura slipped the micro wireless earpiece into her ear and patted her skirt, checking her hidden mini Ruger holstered on her thigh. When she opened the door, her green eyes shone with the determination David had come to associate with Agent Henderson. She tucked a lock of her long dark hair behind her ear and got out of the car. 

			Keeping her voice low, she leaned inside the car. “Stay close. If things go south, I don’t want to have to shoot my way out.”

			“I’ve got your back.” 

			She slammed the door and walked down the darkened alley. David waited until her form merged with the shadows before he exited the car and took off down an alternate route. He’d put forth a brave face for Agent Henderson, but something about seeing her hesitate worried him. What was he missing? 

			Either way, this mission needed to be wrapped up quickly. Things were snowballing now. Not only was Heather in danger, but he’d also tangled Agent Henderson into the mess. He straightened his jacket, shaking off the dread. 

			This would work. Nothing bad would happen to Agent Henderson. Not on his watch.

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Drake turned on the barstool, tipping his head to Greyson as he entered Bob’s Seafood. “Thanks for coming.”

			“You knew I wasn’t going to pass up a free drink.” Greyson swung a leg up onto the next stool.

			One-Eyed Bob came out of the kitchen and grinned. His capped, dazzling white teeth still shocked Drake. In their mortal days on the Sea Dog, the cook had been missing a few teeth along with his eye. The new smile surprised Drake more than the glass eye Bob wore in this lifetime.

			“What can I get you, mates?” He wiped down the already clean bar.

			“Two rums, and leave the bottle,” Drake replied.

			“All right.”

			Bob busied himself collecting glass tumblers and the bottle while Drake glanced over at Greyson. “There’s a coven of witches after me.”

			Greyson’s eyes widened just before his grin. “No way. Why would a bunch of magic workers want a carpenter?”

			“Hell if I know, but they can control ghosts from your past. There’s a banshee wail that only I can hear, and the sound in my head lays me out.”

			Bob set the glasses and the bottle down on the bar, his good eye narrowing slightly. “Banshee means death is coming.”

			Drake nodded slowly. “I think they’re trying to kill me or drive me to kill myself.”

			“So they don’t know you couldn’t die even if you wanted to.” Greyson poured himself a finger of rum and knocked it back. “I’m back to my original question. Why you? If they wanted money, they’d go after Flynn or John Smyth.”

			Drake filled his glass and took a swig of the rum, enjoying the sting in his empty belly as the familiar warmth spread through him. “Maybe it was random. The ghost they torment me with is my nephew. He was lost at sea.”

			He gripped the glass tighter, holding back the rest of the story. The captain knew about the stowaway, but if the others didn’t, he wasn’t ready to put his guilt and pain on open display.

			Grayson lifted a brow. “Seems like a stretch, mate. Unless that’s the only spirit they can control, what good would killing you do for their coven?” He chuckled, lifting his glass again. “Maybe they want your woodworking tools.”

			Bob hustled into the kitchen and returned with a plate of steaming hush puppies. He put it between the three of them and locked eyes with Drake. “There used to be a legend about Davy Jones.”

			Drake bit into a hush puppy and barely held back a groan. No one made hush puppies like Bob. He’d had lifetimes to perfect his recipe. There wasn’t a better comfort food this side of heaven.

			“There are plenty of legends about Davy Jones.” Greyson leaned in closer to Bob. “I don’t recall one about helping witches control ghosts.”

			Bob shrugged and gave a halfhearted nod. “Maybe not helping them, but I remember tales of the figurehead of the Dutchman singing a song only the dead could hear. Her eyes would glow, hypnotizing and enslaving souls to become deck hands on the Dutchman.”

			The hush puppy hit Drake’s gut like a boulder. “Are you saying these witches learned the song?”

			Bob poured himself a glass of rum, his hand trembling. “All I’m saying is many of the old sea legends are truer than landlubbers would like to think.”

			Greyson rocked back on his stool. “Bullshit, Bob. Even if the legend were true, how the hell would a coven of witches get their hands on the figurehead of the legendary Flying Dutchman? A ship that big coming ashore without it hitting every paper across the country? No way. Maybe these witches have a medium…” His words faded as he turned toward Drake. “Are you sure you can trust Heather?”

			A bolt of rage shot through Drake’s belly. Lack of sleep had his temper jagged and raw. He clenched his fist, struggling to contain his emotions. “I’d trust her with my life.” He glanced at the cook. “Bob’s known her longer than me. He can vouch for her.”

			Bob raised his glass. “There’s not an evil bone in that woman’s body. She’s been nothing but kind even when the world didn’t show her any kindness in return.”

			Greyson’s gaze flicked between them. “Didn’t mean to offend anyone. I liked her well enough.” He focused on Drake. “You called me here tonight to tell me witches are after you. Why me?”

			“Because when the attacks come, I can’t protect Heather. I need a backup I can count on.” Drake poured another rum. “You own a security company. I want to hire you to look after Heather when I can’t.”

			Greyson smirked. “I’m happy to help, but it doesn’t sound like you can pull out your phone and call me once the witches attack.”

			“That’s why I want you to shadow her for now. Keep her safe if I’m not able to.”

			Silence descended on the three of them. Greyson swirled the last of the rum in his glass and lifted his eyes to Drake’s face. “Have you talked to her about this? She wasn’t pleased to find me lurking around with a gun last night.”

			“I will. I’m seeing her tonight. I’ll tell her then, but I want you nearby. Until we find these witches and stop them, I need to know she’ll be protected.” Drake held his breath. Heather wouldn’t like it, but she’d understand. He’d make sure she did.

			Greyson finished the rum, set the glass down, and nodded. “All right. I’ll do some digging into the covens around Savannah, too. Maybe I can find something about psychic attacks.”

			“Heather’s safety comes first.” Drake clasped his shoulder, relief flooding his bloodstream. “Thank you.” He placed a few bills on the bar and glanced over at One-Eyed Bob. “See you soon.”

			Bob folded the money and slid it into the pocket of his apron. “Be sure to tell Heather about hiring Greyson. She deserves the truth.”

			“I will.” Drake got up and headed for the door. He turned back to Greyson. “You’ll be watching her house tonight?”

			“Aye. I’ve got to get back to the office to collect my night scope, but I’ll be there within an hour.”

			“Good.” Drake stepped out into the dimly lit streets of the historic district and cracked his neck. The rum barely touched the anxiety brewing in his gut. He’d feel better once he got to Heather’s. Just the thought of seeing her smile lifted the dread weighing down his shoulders.

			… 

			It was just after eight o’clock when Heather’s doorbell chimed. A small part of her heart had already been making excuses for his absence, that damaged part that whispered she was different, too different to deserve to be loved and wanted.

			She opened the door and gasped as Drake crossed the threshold and wrapped her in his arms. He kicked the door closed behind him, holding her tight. For a moment, she just breathed him deep into her lungs. His earthy scent with a hint of oak and rum combined with the feel of his chiseled body pressed tight to hers. Her legs wobbled like wet spaghetti noodles. 

			He kissed the top of her head and whispered, “I missed you.”

			She peered up at him, wishing his blue eyes weren’t so bloodshot. “I missed you, too.” Reaching up to cup his cheek, she added, “You didn’t sleep today, either, did you?”

			“No.” He shook his head. “I told you they come for me when I sleep.”

			“They attack when you’re awake, too.” She took his hand. “Come sit down.”

			He pulled back a step, locking the door, before settling in beside her on the couch. 

			She picked up her laptop and smiled. “You’re just in time to be my coach for Skull & Crossbones.”

			“I thought you were kidding about the game.” 

			Truth be told, she’d been counting down the minutes until he arrived, envisioning dragging him directly up to her bedroom. She’d played through the scenario enough to convince herself she could enjoy him physically without endangering her heart. Live in the moment without any worry about the future.

			After their hot kiss that burned the bacon, she’d had a tough time focusing on anything else, but now that he was here, and she knew they both wanted each other, insecurity wound itself around her like a giant squid, squeezing out her self-confidence and dragging her into the depths of self-doubt, reminding her of every oddity that made her “different.” 

			This morning she’d been certain of Drake’s desire for her, but now it all seemed…awkward. She wanted to smack herself.

			Instead, she opted for distraction. She angled her laptop so he could see the screen, and he lifted his arm so she could get in closer to him. The weight and warmth of his arm draped around her shoulders was like a bellows to the spark that ignited the second he walked through the door. 

			She settled in to him, burrowing close to his side and almost purring like a cat, before she realized what she was doing. 

			She’d never truly “belonged” anywhere. Ever. And maybe it was because she’d loved him in a past life, but being close to Drake felt like she was right where she belonged.

			It also meant her bravado about enjoying him in bed without allowing him into her heart was a pipe dream. She’d never been this comfortable with anyone. 

			Enough thinking in circles. 

			She showed him her ship and crew along with a brief rundown of the solo quest she was working on. Talking about her game was a million times safer than examining her feelings. 

			“You chose a brig for your ship.” He raised a brow. “Seems small compared to the Sea Dog.”

			“Spanish galleons aren’t a choice in this game. You can have a brigantine or a frigate. The brigs don’t have as many cannons, but they’re much faster than the frigates.”

			He nodded slowly, his thumb tracing along her shoulder. “Show me how it works.”

			His simple touch sent tremors of desire through her that made it tough to concentrate. She cleared her throat and quickly demonstrated all the different angles and maneuvers.

			Drake chuckled, shaking his head. “If only real ships could turn so quickly.” He smirked. “And I don’t remember any rockets back in my day, either.”

			Heather grinned. “I never said this was historically accurate, just super fun.”

			White sails appeared on the horizon. She pointed them out. “Here we go.”

			He eyed the Spanish ship. “You aim to take that ship with this crew?”

			“Aye.” She answered, adding a playful, “Arrr!”

			The sound of Drake’s laughter made her melt into him. She’d never heard him laugh so hard. There was a playful spark in his gaze. “A true pirate says ‘fuck.’ The other is for buccaneer movies and theme parks.”

			Heather rolled her eyes and chuckled as she focused on the game again. Checking her sails and current speed, she clicked the command for the gunners to start loading the cannons. She’d tried this solo challenge twice so far and lost both times. The Spanish ship had larger sails, which equaled more speed, plus their crew outnumbered hers by almost double. Unless she could blow some big holes in the ship. She didn’t see another way to win.

			Drake leaned in close, his lips against her ear, and whispered, “Want some advice from a seasoned pirate?”

			She looked up at him, finding his lips too close to resist. Swallowing the lump in her throat, she tipped her chin, kissing him long and slow. His thumb slid along her jawline as heat blossomed low in her belly. Damn. This pirate knew how to kiss. 

			She broke the kiss and met his eyes. “I’d love some…advice.”

			Desire smoldered in his gaze, but he turned toward the screen and pointed to an island in the distance. “Your ship is smaller and more maneuverable, but the Spanish won’t be able to resist chasing down pirates. Fly your colors and lead them closer to the shallow water.”

			Heather raised a brow. “I’ve played against this ship before. They’re really fast.”

			“So ye better rally yer crew, captain.”

			Oh shit, hearing his true nautical accent had her heart racing as she faced the screen again. She reset the course for her ship toward the island.

			The pirate flag unfurled at the top of the mast and her virtual captain shouted to the crew, “Full sails ahead! Land ho!”

			She glanced over at Drake and found him engrossed in the sailing ships on the screen. The strong angles of his profile matched the strength of his character, and seeing him enjoying something on the computer warmed her heart. If she could figure out how to get his nephew to stop haunting him, there was a chance she could lure this immortal pirate into the twenty-first century.

			The Spanish ship was closing the distance between them. Heather quickly clicked the keys to load the rest of the cannons. “They’re going to be in firing range soon.”

			“Aye.” Drake pulled her closer and pressed his lips to her temple, short-circuiting her brain for a moment. “Right where we want them, love.”

			This was her first time really encountering his piratical side. She liked it.

			Drake leaned in for a closer look at the screen. “Tell them to drop the anchor off the bow only.”

			“Wait. We’re stopping?” She frowned.

			His eyes sparkled, and his devilish grin left her breathless. “Nah, the ship will swing around. Get ready to fire the cannons.”

			“Okay.” She wasn’t completely convinced, but she did as he asked. Her captain shouted, “Drop the anchor! Prepare to fire!” 

			As soon as the anchor caught the rocky sea floor, the ship groaned, turning into the wind. 

			“Boom about, mateys!” the captain bellowed. “Bring a spring upon her cable. Tie down the lines!”

			Heather watched the maneuver play out on the screen, her jaw going slack as the pirate ship spun around, the cannons now aimed directly at the Spanish galleon. The Spanish crew scrambled to slow the ship and turn, but the wind was at her back. 

			Drake placed his hand over hers, his voice deep and low. “Not yet. A little closer.”

			She worried her lower lip, her fingers hovering over the keys.

			“Now,” Drake whispered. “Fire.”

			Heather gave the command, and the cannons came alive on the computer screen. Smoke and gunpowder turned the blue sky into a thick gray. Across the screen, the cannonballs hit their mark, opening giant holes in the Spanish ship.

			“It worked!” Heather exclaimed, bouncing on the sofa.

			“Fire one more round, then we plunder the ship.”

			She bumped against Drake’s chest. “I love the way you think.”

			“Fire!” the virtual captain shouted. 

			Wood splintered and exploded from the Spanish ship. Heather clicked the screen to lower the boats. Her virtual crew piled into them, rowing over to the wounded Spanish galleon. 

			She turned toward Drake with a grin. “You’re a genius.”

			“Nah.” He chuckled, shaking his head. “I’m a pirate.” 

			He stared into her eyes and slowly kissed her. She set her laptop aside as her lips caressed his. His arm slid down her back, and he pulled her closer. She didn’t resist, in fact, she pivoted toward him, sliding her leg over his until she was straddling his lap. 

			His growl of approval sent a tremor of lust through her entire body. 

			Whatever insecurities had taunted her earlier, her desire for this man blotted them out. He stood up, taking her with him. His strong hands gripped her ass as she clasped her legs around his waist. He carried her toward the stairs, and from the couch came the familiar ping of the Skull & Crossbones messenger. 

			Queenie could wait. She’d tell her all about it tomorrow.

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Drake reached the top of the stairs, Heather in his arms like she’d always belonged there, and forced himself to break the kiss. “Which way?”

			“You can put me down,” Heather whispered, her lips brushing his.

			“Just guide me.”

			She pointed to the left. “My room is at the end of the hall.”

			Her teeth teased his neck, and the heat of her tongue on his skin had his erection threatening to burst through his jeans. He lurched forward with a steady pace toward the mahogany door. Freeing one hand from her backside, he twisted the knob and stepped into her room, but as he turned to close it, she reached over and gave it a push. 

			“I got it.”

			The breathiness in her voice added to his hunger for her as the door slammed behind him. If he wasn’t buried inside of her soon, he would go mad. He headed for the antique queen-size bed, and even delirious with desire, the carpenter in him couldn’t help but admire the polished walnut sleigh-style bed.

			Sturdy.

			He lay over her on the mattress, his hand sliding up underneath her skirt. Her skin was soft against his calloused hands, and he struggled to keep from gripping her too tight as he claimed her lips again. Heather’s hand covered his, encouraging his fingers to be anything but gentle. 

			Smiling as he moved his hand farther up her leg, he kneaded the curve of her arse. Her moan tempted him to strip off her thong, open his jeans, and take her right now. He ground his teeth struggling to slow down. He hadn’t been with a woman in…decades. And never a woman he had real feelings for, not since he’d been mortal, not since Lucy.

			Heather was special. She made him yearn to be the man he’d thought lost centuries ago. Tonight, he needed her naked in his arms. He wanted to lose himself in her. And he ached to give her more pleasure than she’d ever had in her life. 

			Even if it killed him to take it slow.

			He traced his other hand down her body and removed her underwear, dropping it on the floor as he lifted her skirt even higher. Her pale skin seemed bathed in eternal moonlight, and it called to him like a siren song. 

			“You’re so beautiful.”

			Her lashes fluttered over her bright blue eyes, her breathing coming faster the closer he got to her core. 

			“You have too many clothes on,” she whispered.

			“Patience, lass. I’ll take them off soon enough.” He settled between her legs, pressing a kiss to her silky inner thigh, his stubble grazing the smooth skin. “Sorry…I didn’t shave today.”

			She lifted her head, her gaze locked on his. “I’m not a porcelain doll. You don’t need to be gentle with me.”

			“Good.” He grinned and settled between her legs once more. “Because I’m famished.”

			He buried his tongue inside her, moaning at her taste as he gripped her arse and angled her hips up to give him better access. Her smooth legs tightened against his rough face while he explored her until he found the spot that made her cry out his name. Fuck. He almost came in his damned pants.

			He worked his tongue faster, enjoying the way her fingers pulled at the back of his hair. Her hips writhed as he fed on her eagerly, teasing her with his lips and teeth. When her body shuddered, she cried out, and he slowed, turning his head and kissing her thigh.

			“That was…” She stroked her fingers through his hair, her voice breathless. “…Damn.”

			He rose onto his elbows. Seeing color flush her cheeks was almost as sexy as hearing her call out his name. “If I’m not inside you soon, this night is going to be over much faster than I hoped.”

			Her sexy smile had his erection pulsing in his jeans as she sat up and unbuttoned them. “Maybe I can help.”

			He yanked his shirt over his head while she lowered the zipper. Before she could ease them off his hips, he pulled his wallet free of his pocket and took out a condom. He hadn’t used one in years, but he’d been hopeful enough today to buy a pack while he was out. 

			Heather took it from him. “Allow me.”

			He kicked his jeans and underwear aside and stood up, his erection proudly at full mast. Heather’s gaze moved up and down his body as she wet her lips. “You should never wear clothes.”

			The corner of his mouth quirked as he bit back a chuckle. “Would be dangerous to the family jewels to be makin’ repairs to a pirate ship in the buff.”

			“Maybe just naked with me then.” She opened her mouth and leaned forward, sliding her fingers along his shaft as she wrapped her lips around the tip.

			He dropped his head back, eyes closed as he struggled to regain control while every part of him rushed toward release. Her tongue teased the head of his shaft before she slowly took in his full length. He buried his hands in her long silky hair. It would be so easy to lose himself in this moment, to surrender. His tenuous hold on self-control was weakening in the paradise of her soft lips.

			“I’m too close,” he growled, his fists tightening in her hair.

			Heather settled back until he slid free of her mouth and tore open the foil wrapper. He braced himself for the cold shock of the latex cover, but it didn’t materialize. She must’ve warmed the packet while she’d been driving him to distraction.

			As soon as the condom was in place, he lifted her shirt over her head and removed her bra. He laid her back and balanced over her while she lifted her hips and shimmied out of her skirt. The sight of her naked beneath him had him wishing he could stop time and keep this moment forever.

			Slowly, he lowered himself over her, his lips fusing to hers as their bodies tangled together. She was made for him. 

			And he never wanted it to end.

			… 

			Seeing every tight muscle of Drake’s tan, chiseled body hovering over her had her heart racing, and the moment he bent his arms and rested on top of her, skin to skin, her body responded, hungry for more all over again. She ran her hands down from his broad shoulders, along his smooth back, and teased the curve of his ass with her fingernails, enjoying the way his hips pressed even closer until the tip of his erection brushed her opening.

			His kiss was intoxicating. Hunger, passion, yearning, and something else…she couldn’t put her finger on it, but there was something natural, something right about the way their bodies fit, the taste of his mouth. She’d spent her entire life as an outsider, never finding a place where she belonged, where she was accepted completely.

			Until now. 

			Drake caressed her neck with his lips, the heat of his breath warming her entire body. He moved lower, his tongue teasing her collarbone. She’d been wrong before about believing she could keep things physical between them. Every touch branded her heart. She wasn’t a virgin, but this connection with him made everything seem new. The way he hungered for her made her feel sexier than she ever had before. Fearless.

			She arched her back, her whole body aching for his attention. He kneaded her breasts, his rough thumbs circling the hardened tips of her nipples. Slowly, he lifted his chin, his gaze locked on hers as he bent to take her nipple into his mouth. She gasped, digging her nails into his ass. He growled around her nipple and pressed his hips forward, joining their bodies in one slow, powerful thrust. 

			Every inch of him filled her, reminding her again that he was made for her. The sexiest man she’d ever met. It made no sense, and perfect sense, all at once. Her hips writhed, grinding into him, drinking in the pleasure. 

			She was far from a sex goddess. In fact, she’d only had two lovers before Drake, but none of that mattered, because something about the way he looked at her convinced her she was the only woman on earth.

			He kissed her lips again, breathing words into her mouth. “Never want this to end.”

			She moaned and rolled them over. Usually, she wasn’t eager to be so exposed during sex, but nothing about being with Drake was usual. The inner voice that always whispered she would never be enough, telling her she was too different, too odd, that she’d never measure up, remained silent. Drake silenced it. 

			With him, she was herself, and shockingly, that appeared to be enough for him.

			She sat up, gasping as he sank even deeper inside her. His strong hands gripped her waist, supporting her. When she opened her eyes, she found his gaze worshipping her body. “You’re so sexy,” he whispered.

			And she believed him. Until tonight, she’d never felt it. Not really. 

			She lay over him, working her hips along his shaft faster as she nipped at his earlobe. “How close are you now?”

			He turned his head, catching her lips. God, his crooked smile did her in. “Very close…” His hand moved between them, his fingertips toying with her core. “Come with me, love.”

			Between the rumble of his deep voice, the stroking of his fingers, and the frenzied thrusts of their hips, she was a goner.

			Her inner muscles clenched tight around him, her fingernails digging into his shoulders as her orgasm flooded her. Drake grabbed her ass with his free hand, clamping their bodies together as he exploded deep inside her.

			For a few seconds, she couldn’t move. Her entire body tingled with energy, with a flurry of conflicting emotions she wasn’t willing to examine. She collapsed onto his chest, pressing a sweaty kiss over his heart. “That was…I…no words.”

			He chuckled, kissing her hair and wrapping his arms around her. “Aye.”

			His heartbeat, strong and steady in her ear, became a lullaby. Her eyes drifted closed. 

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			David peered around the rusted shed and lifted the infrared binoculars to his eyes. A hundred yards away, the coven meeting was about to begin. One by one the women in black cloaks approached with small torches in hand. They formed a circle with the new initiate in the center, Agent Henderson. Finally, the high priestess came into view. Her crimson-red robe flowed behind her as she strode to join the coven with a purposeful stride. 

			This was a woman with a mission.

			David scanned the area for any sign of the figurehead, but other than the stands for the torches and the pentagram in the center crafted from gnarled tree branches, he didn’t see anything of importance. He hadn’t really expected to. They wouldn’t trust a new initiate with such a big secret. Not right away. But he’d still hoped to catch a break.

			The hesitation in Agent Henderson’s eyes when she got out of the car haunted him. She had a bad feeling about this mission, and now he did, too.

			A cold chill ran up his back as a solid round barrel of a gun pressed against his kidney. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

			“I could ask you the same thing.” David glanced over his shoulder to find Greyson, the master gunner of the Sea Dog. He frowned and kept his voice hushed. “This is government business. No place for a pirate.”

			Greyson holstered his weapon. “One of my crew is being driven mad by a coven of witches. I’d say that makes this my business.”

			David kept his attention on the ceremony. “How did you find me?”

			“Our newest crew member did some online digging for me to help locate a new coven in town. Harmony, you remember her?”

			The pirate knew damned well David remembered her. Harmony Andrews used to work with the Digi Robins. She was also an experienced computer hacker. “I’ve got the situation under control. You need to back off.”

			Greyson stepped up beside him. “Someone left an evil eye at Heather’s house. Drake fancies her, so I’ve been patrolling her place. He’s worried they’ll come for her next.”

			David cursed under his breath. He’d warned her the pirate would put her in danger. He wanted to pretend the rush of emotion was just concern for her safety, but that didn’t stop him from imagining her in another man’s arms. He had no right to be jealous. He’d walked out on her when things got too complicated and secrets were too difficult to keep.

			In spite of his reasons for ending their relationship, a part of him still cared for her on a deeper level than a typical subcontractor for Department 13. 

			He cleared his throat to be sure his voice would remain even. “This coven is hiding a dangerous relic. I have an undercover agent in there to help me find the weapon and lock it in the vault. I don’t need an immortal pirate for backup.”

			“You’re a pompous ass.” Greyson chuckled, but his eyes were cold. “I’m not here to back up anyone, least of all you. Tonight I’m a messenger, but if they attack Drake or Heather again, I’ll be their executioner.”

			He crept around the edge of the shed before David could grab him. Fuck. This should’ve been a simple undercover retrieval, but it was going south. Rapidly.

			David lifted the wireless mic to his lips and whispered, “We’ve got company. One of the immortal pirates is here, and he’s a fucking loose cannon. Stay alert. I’ve got your back.”

			Agent Henderson tugged down on the front of her hood, signaling she heard his message. Good. Under the robe, she was armed, too. She’d protect herself if everything went to shit.

			But they could lose their only chance to grab the Flying Dutchman’s figurehead.

			Greyson disappeared into the shadows, and David pursued him all the while doing his best to keep focused on the high priestess. For now, all her attention was centered on Agent Henderson. 

			He pushed himself faster, trying to maintain a silent approach. Finding some good cover, he ducked behind a massive live oak tree and lifted his binoculars again for a better look. He’d lost Greyson along the way, but for now, the leader of the coven was more important. 

			The witch leader lowered the agent’s hood before taking a step back and addressing the rest of the coven. “Tonight our circle is complete and our call to the moon is unified under her light.” She raised her arms, the sleeves of her red robe pooling around her forearms, and the circle followed suit. “We welcome our new sister and the power she brings to our magic.”

			The circle chanted in Latin, the fervor growing as the high priestess pulled a dagger from her robe. David set the goggles aside and drew his revolver, keeping the woman in the red robe in his sights. 

			She lifted the blade over her head, and David’s finger caressed the trigger.

			Suddenly the woman screamed, dropping the dagger in the dirt and gripping her hand as she spun away from Agent Henderson. What the hell?

			Greyson stepped out of the darkness into the flickering light of their torches and spat on the ground before lifting his gaze. “Consider this the only warning yer goin’ to get. I don’t give a shit what kind of dark magic ye conjure here, but if any of it touches Drake Cole or Heather Storrey again, I’ll be aiming for your head next time.” He narrowed his eyes. “And I don’t miss.”

			Damn it. David lifted his wireless mic to his lips, whispering, “I’m coming in. Don’t blow your cover. We can’t lose the figurehead.”

			Creeping in closer, he flicked his gaze from the circle to the pirate. David’s heart raced, sweat beading on his brow. This fucking pirate was not going to screw up this mission.

			Greyson walked right past the high priestess to retrieve his throwing star from the ground. When he straightened, he also had the witch’s dagger, examining the handle. 

			David made his way around the circle on the edge of the torchlight, sticking to the shadows.

			“How’d you get this?” Greyson held up the witch’s blade.

			“None of your fucking business.” The high priestess focused on the coven, her voice taking on an animalistic hiss. “Binding spell. Now.”

			Greyson reached for his gun, but the Latin chants froze him in place. Fuck. David wiped his brow. He had to get involved. Even if it meant losing the relic, he couldn’t be a silent witness to a murder.

			“Everyone freeze!” He came forward into the circle like a freight train, gun raised and aimed directly at the leader. “I’m a federal agent. One move and you’re under arrest.”

			The high priestess put her hands up and slowly turned to meet his eyes. Something about her face struck a chord. She looked familiar, but at the same time, he knew he’d never met her. 

			She lifted a brow. “You don’t look like a cop.”

			“Special Agent David Bale.” He didn’t bother to remove his identification wallet. “You’ll need to come with me.”

			“I have other plans.” She whispered some words in Latin, but before she could finish, Agent Henderson had a gun to her head.

			“I can’t let you do that.”

			“You’re fucking kidding me.” The high priestess lifted her hands again.

			The circle was broken as the rest of her coven scattered, but David kept his gun aimed at the leader. She was the key to finding the figurehead. “You’re under arrest.”

			Her lips pulled into a thin smile. “I don’t think so.”

			David’s ears popped. He blinked. She was gone, leaving him and Agent Henderson pointing their guns at each other. “Fuck.” He lowered his Glock, shaking his head. 

			Agent Henderson holstered her weapon. “What happened?”

			“Judging by my ears popping, it was most likely a blur spell.”

			“I never saw her move, sir.”

			David nodded. “A blur spell actually blurs time. To us it was the blink of an eye, but I’d guess she blurred at least five minutes to get a good head start.” 

			“What about him?” She pointed to the frozen pirate. 

			David mumbled a few Latin words under his breath, and Greyson stumbled forward.

			“What the hell was that?” the pirate grumbled.

			Agent Henderson stormed toward him, poking her finger into his chest. “That was you fucking up my undercover mission.” She took off the black hooded cloak, fire burning in her eyes as she turned toward David. “We should get back to headquarters and check the database. At least we both saw her face. Maybe we have her in our records someplace.”

			Maybe. That would explain why she seemed so familiar, but…he was missing something. He could feel it. Usually he had a solid memory for details. If he’d seen her face in one of their databases for wielders of magic, he would’ve remembered. This was different. It was like she resembled someone he knew. If that were true, he should be able to recall the connection.

			He ground his teeth, watching Agent Henderson’s back as she walked away. He’d figure this out.

			“The woman in red.” Greyson came to his side. “She looked like Drake’s lady only…more color.”

			That was it. Being in the dark and hyperfocused on protecting his agent, he hadn’t been able to place why she looked familiar. David rubbed his forehead, processing the information. She looked like Heather. Except Heather didn’t have a sister.

			At least not as far as he knew.

			… 

			Drake’s eyes snapped open. Someone was knocking on the door downstairs. He glanced at the angel dozing on his chest. He hadn’t meant to fall asleep. What if the witches had attacked him?

			But they hadn’t. And something about having Heather in his arms settled his tortured soul. She gave him a taste of hope for the future, which both terrified and intrigued him at the same time. He knew better than to get entangled with mortals. It wouldn’t end well. 

			But she made him forget about all that.

			Another knock from downstairs.

			Damn it. Maybe he could get rid of the knocker without waking Heather. He carefully slid out of the bed, settling her head on the pillow. She hummed but never opened her eyes. Satisfied she was undisturbed, he picked up his jeans and pulled them on then jogged down the stairs. 

			He cracked the front door and found Agent Bale staring back at him. The agent scanned Drake from his bare feet all the way to his lack of a shirt. 

			A muscle in his cheek clenched. “I need to speak with Heather.”

			“Too bad.” Drake’s entire body tensed as he shook his head. This asshole broke her heart, and now he was standing on her porch no doubt hoping for her help again. “She’s still sleeping. You can call her later.”

			He started to close the door, but Bale caught the edge. “This is important.”

			Drake surged forward, forcing Bale backward on the porch until he hit the iron lace railing. “You wouldn’t know what was important if it bit you in the arse.” He pointed back toward the house. “Heather’s sleeping. Call back later and make a fucking appointment.”

			Bale straightened, pushing into Drake’s personal space. “You can tell yourself whatever you want to about me, but having you and your crew anywhere near Heather puts her in danger. If you really care for her, you’d walk away like I did.”

			“I don’t need either one of you to protect me.”

			Drake looked over his shoulder to find Heather in a robe, her arms crossed tight. He stepped back, putting some space between him and Agent Bale. “Thought you were sleeping.”

			“Not anymore.” Her gaze met his for a second before she turned to Bale. “Why are you here, David?”

			“Because we need to talk. I’ve been tracking down a potentially dangerous relic, and last night I…” He glanced at Drake and back to her. “We should talk alone.”

			Heather reached for Drake’s hand. His fingers laced tight with hers, sending a jolt through his heart. 

			“Drake stays.” She lifted her chin. “We don’t have any secrets between us.”

			Bale clenched his jaw with an almost imperceptible nod. “Fine. May I come inside?”

			“Please.” She gestured to the living room. “Have a seat.” Bale took the chair, and Heather led Drake to the couch. She released Drake’s hand and tucked her long hair behind her ear. “What happened last night?”

			… 

			Heather tried to squelch her annoyance at David’s avoidance of mentioning which “relic” he was after, but ever since the night Drake stepped between her and a gunman, he’d been showing her what a partnership could be. He wasn’t perfect, but at least he trusted her.

			That was more than David had ever done. And now she couldn’t un-notice that David was still keeping secrets from her.

			She’d reached the bottom of the stairs in time to hear David’s warning to Drake about walking away to keep her safe. He could tell himself his sudden exit was noble, but there was nothing selfless about the way he broke her heart without so much as an explanation.

			“You were right about a new coven forming in Savannah. I had an undercover agent infiltrate their order last night, but one of the Sea Dog crew botched her initiation.” His eyes narrowed at Drake for a moment, and then he focused on Heather again. “But before the high priestess escaped, I saw her face. My other agent is searching our databases now.”

			“What’s that got to do with me?” Heather asked. “How can I help you find something when you won’t even tell me what we’re looking for?”

			“I’m not here about the relic.”

			Something moved in her peripheral vision. The boy. Thomas. She raised a finger to silence David and drew in a long slow breath, allowing her physical senses to fade into the background. 

			The boy wrung his hands, his voice more of a whiny whisper. “She lost my uncle’s dagger. She’s real mad.”

			“Thomas is here.” Heather kept her voice gentle as she spoke to the ghost. “So, you’re free?”

			“No, she still has the power, but she can’t focus it on Uncle Drake.” Thomas looked at his uncle. “Not without something of his. Tell him I’m sorry. They make me say awful things. She wants him dead.” He looked at Heather, pleading in his eyes. “I don’t want to hurt him.”

			“We know.” Heather nodded. “We’ll stop her.”

			“Good.” His form thinned, and his spirit was gone.

			Heather blinked, her other senses returning to the present company. “The witch controlling the spirit of Drake’s nephew apparently lost the item she needed to focus the attacks on Drake.” She looked into his exhausted eyes. “I think it’s safe for you to sleep right now.”

			“This is going to sound crazy.” David leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees. “The witch who can control spirits looks like you. Darker complexion, but she could be your sister.” He paused. “If you had one.”

			Heather shifted a little closer to Drake, hoping he’d take the cue to stay silent about Ashley. Until now, she hadn’t realized that David wasn’t the only one to keep secrets during their relationship. It hadn’t been intentional at the time. He’d been a government agent knee-deep in paranormal events. She’d been eager to help him. Her relationship with Ashley was rocky, so she’d never thought to introduce him. He knew her parents were dead and her grandmother left her the house, but her sister had never come up in conversation.

			And now, Ashley could have the Serpent Society and Department 13 after her. 

			It also meant that Ashley was leading a coven. Possibly the one attacking Drake. No. No way. Ashley would never hurt anyone. Not purposely.

			“That’s a new one.” Heather shrugged, hoping her expression looked dubious. “No one has ever told me I look like anyone else.”

			David didn’t look convinced, but his cell phone pinged, pulling his attention from Heather. She glanced at Drake and he took her hand. His strong presence calmed her nerves.

			“I’ve got to go. We might have a lead on the relic.” He stood, his gaze fixed on Heather. “Are you sure this woman couldn’t have been your cousin or something? She looked so much like you.”

			“I’ll dig through old family scrapbooks and let you know.”

			David left, closing the door behind him, and Heather released a pent-up breath, sinking in to Drake. “There has to be a mistake. Ashley can’t be the one hurting you.”

			He wrapped his arm around her shoulder, his thumb stroking her skin slowly. “I know you don’t want to believe it, but until we can prove it’s not her, we have to assume you’re in danger. I hired Greyson to help in case the witches attack me again.”

			Heather sighed, resting her head on his chest. “Thomas wanted me to tell you he’s sorry. He doesn’t mean the things they’re making him say.”

			“Doesn’t make them any less true.”

			She straightened, meeting his eyes. “What are you talking about?”

			“It’s my fault he’s dead.” Pain shone in his blue eyes. “It should’ve been me. I asked God to take me instead.”

			“You didn’t sink that ship, and you only brought Thomas along because your sister asked you to look after him.”

			He ran a hand down his face. “Either way, he ended up at the bottom of the ocean.” He cupped her face in his hand. “If anything happens to you…”

			“I’m not going anywhere.” She glanced at the door and back to Drake. “And before you start giving David’s words any weight, that was the first I’ve ever heard that he left to protect me. He just stopped calling and didn’t return my calls or texts. He ghosted me. Months later, he needed my help communicating with one of his informants after the Serpent Society killed him. I helped him, but he never offered any explanation, just a reimbursement check for my time.” She stared down at her pale hands in her lap. “There was nothing noble about the way he walked out of my life.”

			“I can’t have your blood on my hands, too.”

			She kissed his palm. “You won’t.” Her lips brushed his cheek as she whispered, “I’m not helpless. I can protect myself.”

			A knock on the door had them both looking up. Heather stood to answer it, but Drake caught her hand. “Let me.”

			Did he really believe someone would grab her off her own porch in broad daylight? She followed him to the door, relaxing when Greyson grinned back at them.

			“Found something I thought you might like returned.” He held up a dagger with a scrimshaw handle.

			Drake took the blade while Greyson came inside, eyeing Heather. 

			She frowned. “Is something wrong?”

			Greyson shook his head, raising a brow. “Pretty sure I met your sister.”

			“You were with David, I mean Agent Bale. You were with him last night?”

			“Shit. Did the lubber beat me to it this morning?”

			Drake glanced at Greyson, tearing his attention away from the dagger. “Bale already stopped by.” He turned the knife in his hand. “Where did you find this?”

			“The witch had it.”

			“Impossible.” Drake lifted his chin, his eyes narrowing. “I keep it in the bottom of my tool kit. How would she have found it?”

			Greyson shrugged. “No idea, mate, but I figured you would want it back.”

			Heather moved closer to Drake, inspecting the dagger in his hand. “Could that be the item she needs to focus the power on you?”

			He glanced her way. “To make Thomas haunt me?”

			She nodded slowly. “Does it have a sentimental meaning for you?”

			“It was my utility knife.” He stared down at the blade. “I used rope to tie myself to Thomas as the ship sank. I promised I wouldn’t leave him alone. When I woke up on the bank of the Savannah River, the ropes were cut and this dagger was in my hand. I don’t have any memory of cutting the lines, but I must have. We didn’t know the Grail had made us immortal. Not yet, anyway.”

			“So this blade represents your tie to Thomas.”

			He lifted his gaze. “I suppose it could.” He set the dagger on the coffee table. “How would she have known to steal it?”

			That was the million dollar question. 

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			David stared at the photo and cursed under his breath. Ashley Storrey, CEO of Cybernet Securities. No denying this woman was the high priestess they’d tangled with, and judging by the last name, she was Heather’s sister.

			Heather lied to him. 

			David shoved the stab of hurt and guilt aside and nodded. “This is her.” He glanced at Kingsley. “How’d you find her?”

			“I can’t take the credit this time.” Kingsley shook his head. “Agent Henderson wisely wore a micro body cam. She brought me pictures, and facial recognition software did the rest.”

			Even though Agent Henderson had been hesitant to take on this detail, her undercover work was impeccable as usual.

			David headed for the door. “Send me the digital file once you complete it. I want to know everything about this woman down to her favorite cereal.”

			Once he was alone in his office, he took out his cell and started scrolling through his contacts. When he got to Heather’s name, he set the phone aside. This needed some finesse. Why would Heather be protecting her sister if she was the one attacking Drake?

			Hell, Heather had been the one who told him about a coven controlling spirits in the first place.

			She must not have known her sister was involved. Did she know now? Maybe she still didn’t believe it. That would explain why she was trying to defend her sibling. The key would be proving to Heather that Ashley was using magic to hurt others.

			There was more to it than just the coven.

			He had a hunch Ashley must be the head of the Digi Robins thievery ring. On the dark web everyone called the leader of the group Robin, but she wouldn’t use her real name anyway. And if Ashley was also the high priestess of the new coven, then she had the Flying Dutchman’s figurehead. King had traced the relic to the Serpent Society, and their antiquities were not for sale. The figurehead would’ve had to be stolen. Right up the Digi Robins’s alley.

			He put his cell back in his pocket. Time to connect the dots. He needed proof tying Ashley not only to the coven, but also to the Digi Robins. Then he could show Heather the truth. 

			Normally he wouldn’t work so hard to prove a case to anyone other than a judge, but his gut warned him he’d need Heather on his team to bring down her sister. Ashley had an impressive grip on her magic, and with the figurehead in her possession she could torment her enemies and then send her Digi Robins crew to steal their valuables.

			And if she did take the figurehead from the Serpents—David rubbed the S-shaped scar over his heart—this could be his chance to smoke out the last of the fanatical order and take them down. 

			For good. 

			… 

			Drake sat in the other room while Heather conducted two mediumship appointments. Hearing her work gave him a glimpse into her world. Her ability to connect with those souls who had crossed over was uncanny, and her gentle spirit shone through as she delivered the messages to her clients with healing and hope. 

			She amazed him.

			He wandered into the kitchen to hunt for a snack when his cell phone buzzed. He took it out of his pocket and raised a brow when Flynn’s name lit up his screen in a text. These days their quartermaster, Colton, called the crew together for meetings. Why would Flynn be making this demand? He was their captain in name only.

			All crew will meet me on deck of the Sea Dog tonight at 8 p.m. Urgent. 

			What the hell did that mean?

			Now that Drake had his dagger back, he’d been hoping for a restful night’s sleep; instead it looked like he had a date with Captain Flynn.

			He glanced at the door. Fuck. He couldn’t leave Heather alone. He might be safe from the mental attacks for now, but her sister could come for Heather anytime. She still didn’t believe Ashley would hurt her, but Drake had been on the receiving end of her sister’s assaults, and he wasn’t so certain.

			Heather came in, her smile easing his worries. “I’m done for the day. Want to play some Skull & Crossbones before dinner?”

			Staying in with her sounded like heaven. He wanted to feel her body against his, to hear her laugh and taste her lips. Instead, he held up his phone. “I’d rather spend time with you alone, but Captain Flynn has called an emergency meeting of the crew, so we need to head to River Street.”

			Heather tilted her head. “Unless I missed something, I’m not crew.”

			“Aye.” He nodded. “But I’m not leaving you here alone. If Flynn has a problem with it, I’ll toss him overboard.”

			She came closer, stopping in front of him. “We have to talk about Ashley.”

			“All right.” He rolled his shoulder back and pulled the dagger free of his belt. He laid it on the table. “I still can’t figure out how she got this. We must’ve crossed paths. Do you have a picture of her?”

			Heather glanced at the fairly blank walls. “Not anything recent.” She focused on him again. “I could show you pictures from her company’s website.” She started for the door and stopped. “Do we have time?”

			Drake nodded. “We don’t need to leave for another hour.”

			“Perfect. I’ll be right back.” She returned with her laptop and placed it on the kitchen table. She kept her eyes on the keyboard, speaking as she typed. “None of this makes sense. Ashley has a successful business. Why would she risk it all to run the Digi Robins? And if I’m wrong, and she does head up the dark web group, if they really give all the money to help people without insurance pay for medical treatment, then it proves she’s got a good heart. She wouldn’t hurt anyone.” She met his gaze. “She’s dabbled in magic before, but never with a coven. I just can’t believe it’s her.”

			She turned the laptop around, and Drake’s blood ran cold. He recognized her face. Those eyes. Gods, he hadn’t thought about her or seen her in at least eight years. He studied Heather’s face, suddenly recognizing the resemblance. With her colorless skin and hair and her bright blue eyes, he’d never connected her with Ashley, but seeing the picture of her sister with Heather, side by side, it was clear they’d been twins. One light, and one dark.

			Heather frowned. “Are you all right?”

			“No.” He ran a hand down his face and took the chair next to her. “I’ve met her before. Almost ten years ago.” He shook his head slowly. “I wonder when she stole my knife. ”

			She scanned his face, questions in her eyes. “How did you know Ashley?”

			The suspicion and worry lining her face stabbed his heart. Telling her the truth right now might kill him. Half of him wished the fucking cell phone would ring and interrupt them, and the other half wished he’d never seen the picture on the laptop.

			Heather’s words to Agent Bale came back to haunt him.

			There are no secrets between us.

			Fuck. He took her hand, needing the connection. “Your sister hired me to do some interior work on her office when she first opened in Savannah. I kept the knife in a false bottom in my toolkit.” 

			Heather’s eyes welled with tears as she understood what this meant. “How could she have done this?” 

			He hated the deep hurt this was causing her. “You said you weren’t close. Maybe…you don’t know your sister as well as you think.”

			Heather sniffed, lifting her chin a notch. “And you do?” 

			“I’m sorry, love,” he said and continued to hold her hand, letting her work through the emotional storm reflected in her eyes. 

			After a moment, she took a deep breath. A crease formed on her brow. “That would have been eight years ago. Ashley was only twenty-two. She graduated college, but she hadn’t opened Cybernet Securities yet.”

			“The work I completed was in a loft over the candy store on River Street. Her boyfriend had contracted a virus of some kind, but he couldn’t go to the hospital,” he said. “She told me no one should have to watch someone die because they don’t have insurance.”

			“Oh my god.” Heather put a hand to her lips. “I remember that. His name was Bryce. She met him in college.” As the second realization dawned in her eyes, his dread swelled. “That’s when she started the Digi Robins.”

			“I didn’t ask what kind of business she was starting, but it’s possible.” 

			Heather’s gaze went distant as silence swelled between them. When she looked at him again, a crease formed between her brows. “I still can’t believe she’d hurt you. Not on purpose.” Heather glanced at the clock. “We can talk about this more on the way. I’ve got to change before we head to the ship.” 

			She left the kitchen and a moment later her footsteps creaked up the old staircase. He picked up his phone, his thoughts still spinning. When Ashley discovered he couldn’t be killed, would she go after her own sister? Heather wouldn’t believe it, but it didn’t seem farfetched from his point of view. 

			Ashley knew her sister communicated with the dead. Now that she had possession of the Flying Dutchman’s figurehead, could she send an army of ghosts to torment Heather?

			Fuck, he couldn’t just sit by and wait.

			And as much as it pained him, Bale was the one with the contacts and the pull. If Department 13 could find the figurehead, Drake and his crew could steal it. If he wanted to save Heather, he had to convince Bale to work with them again.

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Heather was grateful she changed into long pants and grabbed a windbreaker. While the days were still warm in October, the nights hinted at the winter to come, and it was always breezy along the Savannah River. 

			She’d already crossed paths with some of the crew during the fight at the Bonaventure Cemetery, but she hadn’t been formally introduced. Drake helped her onto the deck and took her hand, walking her over to a tall man in the center of the ship. 

			“We’ve got nine in our original crew, ten if you count One-Eyed Bob. We recently added three women, too.” He looked at his crewmate and back to Heather. “You already met Colton. He’s our quartermaster.” Drake’s lips curved into a crooked smile. “And contrary to what Flynn believes, Colton and I built this replica of the Sea Dog, and that makes Colton the captain of this vessel.”

			A woman approached, sliding her arm loosely around Colton’s waist. She offered her hand. “I’m Skye.”

			Heather smiled. “I think we may have met before. You own the Magnolia Mystic shop, right?”

			“Yep, that’s me.” Skye glanced up at Colton. “I’m also the quartermaster’s wife.”

			Colton’s grin widened. “I’m the luckiest pirate on the Atlantic.”

			Drake started to introduce her to the ship’s pilot, when a tall, broad-shouldered man with striking red hair came aboard, drawing everyone’s attention. “Thanks for coming, crew.”

			This must be Captain Flynn. Heather scanned the crew’s reactions. Some were tense, some hostile, and some cautious, but regardless of the lack of eagerness to see him, Flynn wore the coat of leadership like a second skin.

			Drake had made it clear he didn’t consider the man a friend, but she figured the crew didn’t have to like him. They had to trust they were better off with him than without him.

			The rest of the crew circled around Flynn, and Heather glanced over at Drake. His jaw was tight, his forehead lined, and his gaze kept sliding over to the gangplank. Were they still missing someone?

			Greyson stood across the circle from them and tipped his head in greeting when he noticed her looking his way. She smiled and focused on the captain again, only to find him staring at her. 

			Flynn’s eye twitched as he turned to Drake. “Aren’t three female crew members enough? What is she doing here?”

			“She’s under my protection. I won’t leave her behind.”

			Flynn rolled his eyes. “Have her wait in the captain’s quarters.”

			Drake growled. “If you called this meeting to discuss her sister, or how you’re trying to buy her house out from under her, then I think she has every right to be here.”

			Flynn brushed off Drake’s aggression and cocked his copper brow. “I suppose there’s a chance she could be helpful.”

			The captain looked her over from head to toe, and she half expected a snide comment about her appearance, but he surprised her.

			“You’re the one Agent Bale uses to gather information from the dead.”

			Heather nodded slowly. “I’m a subcontractor for Department 13 when they need my services.”

			Drake’s hand slid free of hers, and he jogged over to the gangplank. Heather blinked as Agent David Bale stepped down onto the deck. He wore his usual black suit with a white shirt and black tie. Department 13 did their best not to stand out among the public. She had no doubt she was the only person on this boat who knew David’s socks were some type of striped and colorful pattern. It was the only part of his uniform he could personalize without jeopardizing his anonymity.

			“What the fuck is he doing here?” Flynn pointed directly at David. “Get the hell off this ship. You ended our partnership. You have no place here anymore.”

			“He stays.” Drake turned around, narrowing his eyes at Flynn. “I asked him to come.”

			Heather’s jaw dropped before she could stop herself. Drake asked for David’s help?

			Flynn’s eyes widened in shock and possibly anger. “Is this mutiny, carpenter?”

			“No, it’s not fucking mutiny.” Drake shook his head. “A witch has been sending a ghost from my past to attack me, and she’s using a relic to do it.”

			Now it made sense. Drake must’ve figured they could end the attacks if they could find the figurehead and lock it away. That was David’s specialty.

			Flynn shrugged. “Not our problem. Agent Bale thinks he can handle it without our help. Let him.”

			“You bastard!” Heather stormed into Flynn’s personal space. “Drake was laid out on the floor of your house from one of those attacks. You witnessed how bad they are. How many more do you think he can take before he doesn’t come back to us the same man?”

			David squared his shoulders. “My department found evidence pointing to Ashley, Heather’s sister, being the elusive Robin of the Digi Robins, too.”

			Heather spun around. “You don’t know that. She fights digital pirates and hackers.”

			“You don’t know your sister as well as you think you do.” David met her gaze, regret in his eyes. “I can show you the proof later if you’d like.”

			Heather shook her head, stepping back until she stood beside Drake once more. He wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her close. She didn’t want it to be true, any of it. But it was getting more difficult to find excuses. What if they were right? What if she didn’t know her sister at all?

			David took a step toward her but then stopped short with a shake of his head. He faced Flynn again, and while David didn’t display the aggressive stance of the pirates, he had his own aura of power. There wasn’t a trace of fear in his eyes. “Drake persuaded me to come here tonight because he thinks we can help each other. I need that relic, and you need it locked in a vault where the witch can’t get it.”

			“No.” Flynn shook his head. “We’re through stealing for the government.”

			“Shut the hell up, Flynn.” Greyson rubbed a hand down his face. “Drake is crew. We protect our crew no matter what. Bale’s plan is solid.”

			Flynn looked at each of the pirates. “Don’t you understand? I’ve already made an arrangement with Robin. We can put our piracy to use for the Digi Robins and we’ll each make a healthy share of the profits.”

			A woman broke free from one of the others and shoved Flynn back a step. Heather recognized her from the Bonaventure. She was the woman who nearly died that night. 

			“Are you an idiot? She’s playing you.” She crossed her arms, her eyes narrowing. “I stole for her for years and almost died because of her greed. No way am I going back, and you shouldn’t, either. She’ll sell whatever relics or antiquities you steal and she’ll vanish. You’re her last big payoff so she can disappear. She doesn’t care about you or any of the Digi Robins team who work for her. We all thought we were helping people get medical miracles they could never afford, but she set us up. Wake up, Flynn!”

			The woman was talking about Ashley. Heather couldn’t wrap her head around it. They had it all wrong. It was the Serpent Society that imprisoned two people underground, not her sister.

			As if he heard her thoughts, Flynn turned, facing Heather head-on. “Is she right about your dear sister? I’d say you know her much better than a woman who worked for her without ever meeting her in person.”

			Heather swallowed. “Ashley has always been driven, but she’s not violent.” She glanced at the woman she’d seen in the Bonaventure Cemetery. “The Serpent Society buried you alive, not Ashley.”

			The woman came closer, glancing at Drake first and then back at Heather. “I’m Harmony, by the way, I don’t think we got to meet that night.” Her expression softened slightly. “When I was trapped in that underground chapel with Chris, we discovered we’d been set up. Robin gave Chris the contact information for Dr. Trumain to open Pandora’s Box. She had to know he was part of the Serpent Society. She promised the Serpents the box, and they wanted to verify it was authentic.”

			“That makes no sense.” Heather shook her head, still unable to see her sister in this new light. As if sensing her turmoil, Drake started rubbing circles on her back. She sent him a grateful smile. “Why would she do that? Ashley is all about the money.”

			Agent Bale moved around the pirates to stand beside Harmony. “I’m working on the proof, but my working theory is that Pandora’s Box was never her real target. It was a stepping stone to the figurehead from the Flying Dutchman. The one thing she hadn’t counted on was that a band of pirates had convinced Harmony to sell a replica of the box and return the actual artifact to me. Your sister must’ve had the figurehead, but the Serpents ended up with a forgery.”

			Heather’s stomach twisted. “If that’s true, why would she have risked them seeing her at the Bonaventure?” She grasped at one more straw, desperate to reconcile her sister’s behavior. “Maybe she came to the cemetery that night to rescue her Digi Robins team.”

			Drake squeezed her hand and waited for her to meet his eyes before he spoke. “I don’t think she knew it was a fake, love. I think she was there that night to be sure Trumain got the trade. When it all went sideways, she knew they’d be coming for her, since she had the figurehead.”

			“That would mean she…” Her words faded away. 

			It meant her sister didn’t care that two people working for her underground charity were buried alive. If she was also the high priestess of the coven that had been attacking Drake, she definitely had enough magic to cast a spell and slip past the Department 13 cleanup crew to take the serpent ring off Dr. Trumain’s finger.

			What possible use could Ashley have for that ring? A trophy? Or was it a token to use to attack them like she did with Drake’s dagger? Her stomach soured. This couldn’t be Ashley. There had to be another explanation.

			Her grandmother’s spirit swamped her senses with love and regret. “The darkness was always there, child. You could never see it, but we did. I tried to change her path, but she’s a stubborn girl.” In a whisper no one else on the ship could hear, she added, “And she has always wanted what you have. Be careful.”

			Flynn cleared his throat, all his attention on Agent Bale. “Does your presence on this ship mean you want our help again?”

			Agent Bale smirked. “Or you need mine.” He pointed at Drake. “It’s your pirate she’s after.” Facing Flynn again, he said, “I know about the coven, and we’re in the process of locating the figurehead. Since the relic technically belongs to an American citizen, unless I can prove she procured the relic illegally, the rule of law keeps my team from stealing it.”

			Flynn raised a brow. “And what would we get from this deal?”

			David crossed his arms. “They wouldn’t be able to attack Drake anymore. He’d be safe.”

			“We’re a band of pirates.” Flynn stroked his impeccably groomed copper goatee. “We need a better offer.”

			Agent Bale let out a humorless chuckle. “You got paid for finding Pandora’s Box, and one of your employees had it all along. I’d say this one would make us even.”

			Their stonewalling wasn’t getting them any closer to the figurehead and keeping Drake safe. She needed a bargaining chip. Fast. Heather stepped forward, her hand sliding free of Drake’s as she approached Flynn. “You’ll get my house.”

			“What?” Drake huffed, pushing his way through to her side. “No. He’ll tear it down and build a hotel. Don’t do this.”

			The thought of her family’s legacy being demolished made her sick to her stomach, but what other option did she have? She looked up at Drake. “If it’ll get all of you to work together, then it’s worth it.”

			He shook his head, his voice softening. “She can’t kill me.”

			David interrupted. “And who will she come after when she figures that out?” He stared at Drake. “How can she hurt you the most?”

			A chill shot down Heather’s spine.

			She would be the next target. No. Her own sister wouldn’t attack her. They still didn’t know why she was going after Drake. Until they did, this was the only way to protect him.

			Heather held her hand out to Flynn. “Do we have a deal?” 

			His blue eyes flicked toward Drake and back to her, his lips curving into a feral smile. “It’s a deal, lass.” He straightened up, facing David. “How soon will your team have the location of the figurehead?”

			“We’d already know if your master gunner hadn’t blown my undercover operation into the coven.”

			“Fuck off.” Greyson stormed into David’s personal space. “Drake has his dagger back so she can’t cast her magic on him. I did that while you were hiding in the shadows watching.”

			“This isn’t getting us anywhere.” Heather scanned the four men’s faces and waited for them to focus on her instead of the raging testosterone swirling around. “David, will you let Flynn know when you have the location? I’ll reach out to some of my spirits from the other side and see if they can find it.”

			He gave her a stiff nod. “All right.” He pointed at Flynn. “Keep your crew organized. Another loose cannon, and this could blow up in our faces.”

			As David left the ship, Drake led Heather farther down the deck, keeping his voice low. “I can’t let you lose your house.”

			She swallowed the lump in her throat as the weight of her bargain settled onto her shoulders. “We need Flynn and your crew to work with David. There’s no other option.” 

			When this was over, she’d have nothing left. If everyone was right about her sister, Ashley could be in jail, and Heather would lose the only home she’d ever known. Her birthright. 

			But Drake would be safe. She studied his weathered face, the concern lining his eyes. No man had ever put her needs ahead of his own. Maybe that’s why she hadn’t hesitated to make the deal with Flynn. It made sense. She had no doubt Drake would have done the same for her. 

			“I’ll be all right as long as you are. Our souls found each other again. We deserve a better ending this time.” She reached up to cup his cheek, her thumb stroking his tanned skin. “Will you…tell me what happened between you and Lucy?”

			His shoulders tensed and his voice dropped to a raw whisper. “I set sail to earn enough money to prove to her father I could be a good husband. Flynn filled my head with tales of pirate treasure and assured me we’d be back at port within two years.” He stared up at the stars. “Kissed her goodbye at the dock, and I never saw her again.” His gaze locked on hers. “I want a better ending this time, too.”

			“If my sister figures out you’re immortal, we both know the best way to hurt you would be to come after me. I still can’t imagine she’d take it that far, but I’ll admit my judgment might be clouded where she’s concerned.” She rested her hand over his heart. “The sooner David locks that figurehead in the Department 13 vault, the better.”

			Drake turned away from her, breaking eye contact as he stared out at the dark water. “There is another way. You’d be safe and keep your house if I walk away right now. She can’t kill me, and she wouldn’t have a reason to go after you to get to me.”

			Heather’s heart twisted. Was he right? Even if the plan worked and David locked the figurehead away, what kind of future did they really have? She would age and die, leaving Drake behind, alone and heartbroken. Again. 

			Maybe their souls were never meant to be together.

			The song from the attic wandered through her mind. Johnny Mercer’s song about the angels asking about the thrill of being alive and she would remember…Drake. Every kiss, every touch, every smile. 

			She stepped in front of him and waited for him to look at her. “There is nothing noble about walking out on someone you care about. You wouldn’t walk out on any of your crew. You’d fight beside them. I’m asking you to do the same for me. For us.” She searched his eyes and reached up to caress his stubble-covered jawline. “There will be other houses, Drake, but there’s only one you.”

			… 

			Drake lost himself in her ice-blue eyes. Who was he kidding? He couldn’t walk away now. But as long as she was mortal, her vulnerability would be the end of him. He bent to taste her lips, to reassure himself she was real.

			She wrapped her arms around him, her body pressing tight to his. Gods, she fit perfectly in his arms. Made for him, his safe port in the storm. After lifetimes apart, he’d found her again.

			And he wasn’t going to lose her. Whatever it took.

			He broke the kiss, resting his forehead on hers. “I’ll build you a new house.”

			Her smile had his sea legs swaying. “I’d love that.”

			“So we fight.”

			She nodded with a determined glint in her eyes. “We fight.” 

			He took her hand, their fingers lacing together. “Then I better introduce you to the rest of the crew.”

			Keegan, the ship’s pilot, and his raven-haired historian, Char, approached with Caleb, the navigator, and John, the boatswain trailing behind. They quickly introduced themselves and then made room for the first mate, Duke. 

			Drake never had much interaction with the hulking first mate. It was clear from the start that Flynn chose this mountain of a man to be his personal bodyguard, and until now, that had been all Drake needed to know.

			Duke offered his large hand to Heather, taking hers in a gentle grip. “Good to meet you. Officially.”

			Heather arched a brow. “Have we met before?”

			“Aye.” He nodded. “You helped me with a ghost problem a few years ago.”

			“But I’m sure I’ve never seen you before.” Heather chuckled. “Trust me, there’s no way I would forget you.”

			Drake rolled his shoulders back against an unfamiliar spike of jealousy.

			Duke released her hand. “We talked over the phone. You connected with the spirits on the property I bought and told me how to help them move on. I never would have slept again without your help.”

			Heather chuckled, releasing his hand. “I’m glad my suggestions worked for you.” 

			Duke straightened, making eye contact with Drake. “She’s legit.”

			Drake caught her hand, lacing his fingers with hers. “She’s the best.” Duke made his way back to Flynn’s side, and Drake turned to Heather. “I think you’ve already met everyone else.”

			“I’ll never be able to keep them all straight,” she murmured. 

			“Pirates rarely give tests, lass.”

			Heather rolled her eyes, laughing, and damn it all, he would never get tired of hearing it.

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			David slammed his door a little harder than he intended. He was in bed with the immortal pirates again. Damn it. 

			When Drake contacted him earlier tonight, worried Heather could become the coven’s next target, David had to agree. If the mental assaults Drake had endured were incapacitating, he didn’t want to imagine how much worse they would be against a woman who could hear spirits without the aid of witchcraft and ancient relics.

			Thinking about it was enough to have his heart rate elevating. He took a breath, pressed Kingsley’s name on his phone, and waited for the Brit to pick up.

			“I don’t have the figurehead’s location yet.” Kingsley sighed. “It’s not like we’ve got a tracker on it, but that would have been an excellent plan. Too bad I wasn’t consulted.”

			David ignored the sarcasm. “There’s been a little change in plans.”

			“Oh?” The frenetic typing stopped on the other end of the line.

			“Now that we know Ashley Storrey has the figurehead, once we pinpoint the location, the Sea Dog crew will recover it for us.” David braced himself for Kingsley’s sarcastic response.

			But it didn’t materialize.

			“My suggestion would be to visit the Digi Robins warehouse we found in Brunswick. We never raided it, so as far as Ms. Storrey knows, it’s still under the radar.”

			David wrote himself a note to find the address in the database. “I’ll check it out, but that may be too far from Savannah. Seems like she’d need to touch it to cast the spell, right? It’s gotta be close by.”

			“I’m a shamanic computer programmer, not a high priestess. I have no idea how the figurehead’s magic works. I’ll keep searching.” He paused and added, “Watch your back out there. You’re not the only one looking for this. The Serpents must want it, too.”

			“Right. I’m also going to need Ashley’s home address.”

			“You’ll have it shortly.”

			“Thanks, King.”

			David set his phone aside and pulled his hair back from his forehead. He had to give Ashley Storrey credit. The woman was fearless to make a trade with the Serpent Society, and then when the relic she traded turned out to be a forgery, she not only kept the figurehead, but also stole the serpent ring off of Dr. Trumain’s dead finger. Ballsy move. 

			But why? The ring wasn’t imbued with magic. Was it just to piss them off, or maybe to let them know she wasn’t afraid of them? Her reasons didn’t matter at this point.

			Obviously she was confident in her magic and her ability to control the army of the dead with the figurehead. She likely believed she was safe, but she didn’t understand who she was up against. David had barely survived his first run-in with the fanatical group, and he was a trained government agent.

			Now that he knew the identity of the coven’s high priestess, tailing her would be his best chance of finding the figurehead. His phone buzzed and an address lit up the screen. Time to get back to work.

			David drove to the address King sent. He parked two blocks away from Ashley’s home and got out of the car, scanning the area. Unlike her sister, Ashley embraced the luxury offered in a new high-end development on the outskirts of Savannah. No history here. The majority of the community was two-story structures, but Ashley’s was one of the few single-story brick houses on the street. This time of night, most of the homes were dark, but light filtered into the darkness from the back of Ashley’s property. 

			He made his way around the perimeter, grateful to find her side gate unlocked. If he could scout her property without her knowledge, he could avoid another magical showdown. Although, he’d be prepared this time. 

			Light poured from the picture window around the back of the house as he slowly eased the gate open. The hinges creaked and he froze, holding his breath. When he was certain he hadn’t attracted any attention, he crouched lower and made his way to the other side of the window before risking a look. Ashley sat with her back to him, working on a laptop. Good. He scanned the living room, taking note of the contemporary furnishings and high tech gadgets. Nothing like her twin sister’s home filled with antiques and family heirlooms, pieces that made the place look and feel welcoming.

			The figurehead from the Flying Dutchman would definitely stand out in this cold futuristic interior, not that she’d keep it in plain sight, but he had to check. He hustled farther along the perimeter until a storage shed came into view to the right of the main house. His pulse kicked up a notch.

			As he approached the shed, the hair on his arms prickled. Shit. He brought his hand up, his fingers searching for the source of the tension in the air. Magic sparked near the deadbolt lock on the shed. He circled the structure, hoping for another opening or a window, but the rest of the shed’s construction was solid. No way to see what was inside.

			He circled back to the door, staring at the lock. Ashley had set powerful magic wards around this shed, and like artists with their different paints and techniques, every magic-worker had their own style, their own take on a spell. Some wards were simple enough to disarm, while others could take him a week to find the right combination of symbols and words to release the metaphysical lock.

			The back door opened and the beam of a flashlight swept across the yard. 

			“Who’s there?” Ashley shouted.

			And some wards were complex enough to warn the one who set them when they were being touched or tampered with. Shit. David reached into his pocket, brushing his thumb across a smooth stone as he murmured a few words in Latin.

			For now, she wouldn’t be able to see him, but his invisibility spell had limitations. The moment his skin came in contact with anything that he wasn’t holding when the spell was cast, it would be broken. But it was the best plan he had for now.

			David stalked across her backyard again, passing her silently as she walked to the shed. Once he was a few feet away, he increased his pace. At the side gate, he checked over his shoulder. The moment he touched the latch, he’d be visible.

			Ashley inspected the lock on the shed, and David made his move. He freed the latch without a sound, but hinges of the gate screamed as he pulled it open. The flashlight swung in his direction as he bolted through the gate.

			David didn’t stop running until he reached his car. He fired up the engine, the tires screeching as he cranked the wheel into a tight U-turn and punched the accelerator. He hadn’t laid eyes on the figurehead, but he had a good idea where it could be. The trick would be getting it out before Ashley decided to move it.

			… 

			While Drake was in the kitchen having hushed conversations with some of his crewmates, Heather opened her laptop and clicked on the Skull & Crossbones icon. The game loaded, and the chat screen beeped with repeated messages. Heather scrolled back through Queenie’s notes, frowning. Yes, Heather had been neglecting their gaming time since Drake came into her life, but Queenie’s messages were a little over the top. They devolved as they went on from pouty, to passive aggressive, to threatening to stop playing altogether. 

			Heather sighed, her fingers poised over the keyboard. 

			GrayGhost: Sorry to be MIA for so long. Life got crazy. 

			The cursor blinked in silent answer. Queenie usually kept her settings on offline to stay cloaked from other players, so Heather had no idea if Queenie was even playing right now. Heather clicked on a solo quest, but as the screen changed and the weapons choices came up, the chat chimed.

			PirateQueen817: How’s Drake? 

			Heather glanced at the kitchen door and back to the screen.

			GrayGhost: He’s better actually. I’ve never met anyone like him. 

			She braced herself for something snarky like the earlier posts she’d missed while she was out with Drake.

			PirateQueen817: So tell me everything. 

			Heather smiled, the tension leaving her shoulders as she shared the past few days with her closest friend. She started with the romantic dance in the attic after she found the hope chest her mother and grandmother had put together for her. And ended with trying to find the coven who was attacking him.

			PirateQueen817: Wow. Sounds like you’re getting in pretty deep with this guy. You haven’t known him very long. Just don’t want you to get hurt. 

			Heather stared at the keyboard. Queenie was right, she hadn’t known Drake long, but he’d stepped in front of a gunman for her. Their souls had recognized each other even before they did. How could she explain all that without outing Drake’s immortality?

			Queenie knew all about Heather’s metaphysical work, so she didn’t think her friend would freak out, but she needed to tread lightly.

			GrayGhost: This is going to sound crazy, but we talked about the night he put himself between me and a gun in the Bonaventure Cemetery, and I had a vision of him from another lifetime. In a past life, we were in love, but the story had a different ending. Maybe we can fix that this time around. 

			She held her breath, waiting for Queenie to respond.

			PirateQueen817: How do you know it was him? Did he look exactly the same? 

			Heather worried her lower lip. A little lie to protect Drake wouldn’t hurt anything.

			GrayGhost: His eyes looked the same, but it was more of a feeling. I asked him about it and he told me he’d had a recurring dream with that same scene. 

			PirateQueen817: No offense, hon, but that sounds pretty convenient. He’s a carpenter, and you’re a famous spiritual medium with a big house in the historic district. Don’t get played. 

			Heather straightened up on the couch, aching to defend Drake’s intentions and his honor. But as her fingers brushed the keys, she stopped, skimming Queenie’s reply. Her eyes narrowed, and a chill shot down her spine. How did Queenie know where she lived?

			Did I tell her at some point? Her heart raced in answer. They’d been chatting online for months. Maybe she’d mentioned Savannah or her grandmother’s house, but she hadn’t meant to. Neither one of them had shared first names or contact info. It was just Queenie and GrayGhost chatting. They’d talked about their jobs. Heather had told her she was a medium who sometimes helped the government solve cases, and Queenie worked for a charity.

			PirateQueen817: You still there? I didn’t mean to be a killjoy. I’m sure Drake is amazing and his intentions are pure. I’m just a bitter bitch. You know that. 

			Heather rubbed her hand on her leg. She must’ve mentioned her house during one of their gaming sessions. There was no other explanation. 

			GrayGhost: You’re not a bitch. It’s nice to know someone is looking out for me. Sorry I ignored your messages earlier. Ready to sink some ships? 

			PirateQueen817: Hell yeah! 

			They completed three missions by the time Drake came in from the kitchen and his crewmates waved their goodbyes as they left. He sat beside her and pointed at the screen. “Take that one next.”

			Heather glanced his way with a half smile on her lips. “That’s a supply ship. They’re usually full of spices and coffee.”

			Drake shrugged. “Looks like it’s riding awfully low in the water for the cargo to be coffee.”

			She raised a brow. “You think they’re hiding gold in the hull?”

			He nodded slowly, meeting her eyes, but the hunger in his gaze didn’t seem to be for virtual gold. Her toes curled in her shoes. “Let me tell Queenie.”

			GrayGhost: Drake thinks we should take the supply ship. He thinks there’s gold on board. 

			PirateQueen817: Drake’s there now? 

			GrayGhost: Aye. 

			Drake chuckled, shaking his head. “Enough talk. Plunder that ship before it sails away.”

			Together, with Queenie coming from the north and Heather from the south, they overpowered the smaller ship while incurring minimal damage. Heather gave the command to board the ship, and her crew, with the help of Queenie’s, quickly bound the supply ship’s men to the main mast and rushed below.

			After tossing aside burlap sacks of coffee beans, the true cargo was revealed. Trunks of gold coins. Heather laughed, grinning at Drake. “You are a damn fine pirate.”

			He tipped his head playfully with that spark in his eye that melted her heart. “Used to be.”

			PirateQueen817: That was awesome! I gotta log off and get some sleep before work tomorrow. Fair winds, GrayGhost! 

			GrayGhost: Night, Queenie! 

			Heather closed her laptop and set it aside. “Now that we know the coven doesn’t have your dagger anymore, you can sleep tonight, too.”

			Drake took her hand, his smile fading. “You heard Bale. This isn’t some faceless coven, love. This is your sister. He saw her.”

			Heather’s stomach twisted painfully. “I know, I know.” She stared up at the ceiling. “I’ve been thinking about all this, and she hasn’t committed a crime, at least not yet.” 

			Drake raised an eyebrow. “She runs the Digi Robins on the dark web. They steal high-priced artifacts and sell them to the highest bidder. There have been plenty of crimes.”

			“But she hasn’t hurt anyone. Not physically.” God, even the ceiling seemed to be judging her. She lowered her gaze to Drake’s face. Desperation seeped into her voice. “Maybe I can meet up with her and explain the trouble that she’s in. If I can get her to turn over the figurehead in trade for a pardon for the Digi Robins, then she could help David chase down more of the dark web thievery rings.” Her tone rose with her hopes. “Ashley could be a big help to Department 13. I just need to sit down with her and make her see reason.”

			Drake ran his callused thumb along her knuckles. “Your love for your sister is admirable, but we have to be realistic.” He cleared his throat, his voice taking on a rough edge. “When some of the crew were here earlier tonight, we were making arrangements to keep the Grail close, just in case she tries to hurt you. If Bale isn’t successful in arresting her, we need a backup plan.”

			Heather’s eyes widened. “The Holy Grail that made all of you immortal is your backup plan? No. No way.” 

			“Why not?” His brow furrowed, clearly confused by her reaction. “We both know the easiest way for her to hurt me is to go after you. You put your house on the line with Flynn to get him on board with stealing the figurehead. This is just in case she uses it against you or comes after you with her magic before we can steal it from her. If you were immortal, too, then she couldn’t hurt you.”

			“My sister is not going to kill me.” She couldn’t even entertain the thought. 

			“She won’t have to.” Drake ran a hand down his face. “At any time, she could send every spirit who has died at sea right here into your living room. And, since you can already hear them, how long would you last with thousands crying, threatening, and wailing at you? I won’t sit by and pretend you wouldn’t go mad or worse. You could jump out a window or run into the street.” He shook his head, pain lining his features. “You’re too important to me, Heather.”

			She stared into his eyes, imagining eternity at his side. God, they barely knew each other. Well, that wasn’t exactly true, her soul had known him much longer, but in this lifetime their relationship was still new.

			She wasn’t ready to die today, but if she took a sip from the Grail, she would be trapped in this lifetime, forever. 

			Ever since she could remember, she’d been communicating with souls who had crossed over, transitioned from this plane. They’d shown her images of pure light, given her a sense of the freedom of time and space, no longer impeded by a mortal body. Many of them chose to reenter the mortal world, each lifetime bringing new lessons and miracles, and sometimes, even second chances at love. Immortality enticed plenty of people, but she was more interested in what might come after life.

			She shook her head slowly. “Drake…I can’t. I don’t want a sip from that cup.” 

			Drake clenched his jaw. “Please. Only as a last resort. I can’t have your blood on my hands, too.”

			She pushed his fingers open and traced the long lifeline on his palm. “If something happens to me, it won’t be because of you.” Her gaze met his. “It’s all going to work out. I’ll handle Ashley, David will get the figurehead, and hopefully we can keep the Serpent Society away from her.” The corners of her lips curved as her pale fingers laced with his. “I’ll be all right. You’ll see.”

			He caressed her cheek, his gaze searching her eyes. Her heart clenched with dread. Would he walk away now that he knew she wouldn’t drink from the Grail? Maybe he should. She would age and he’d remain ruggedly handsome. She swallowed the lump in her throat. Maybe loving for a lifetime was never in the cards for them. But why would their souls have finally found each other only to have the reunion end in heartbreak again?

			Time stretched between them. His thumb caressed her cheek and she nuzzled into his touch. He hadn’t been in her life for very long, but the thought of him walking out that door broke her heart.

			He leaned in and kissed her. His tongue swept into her mouth, hungry and needy as his fingers slid through her hair, tightening into a fist. Her pulse responded, racing, yearning to be closer to him. Never in her life did she believe she’d experience this kind of passion and acceptance. 

			Was this love? 

			She didn’t know, but whatever it was, she wasn’t going to give it up without a fight.

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Drake pulled her close, hungry for the weight of her body in his arms, a reminder she was real, flesh and blood. His. Passion blotted out his fear. He’d find a way to keep her safe. If she wouldn’t accept a drink from the cup, he had to respect her wishes, but if her sister attacked with magic, he would need an ace up his sleeve. He refused to lose Heather. This woman had lured him from the shadows of his eternal existence back into the light. Into this century. Hell, she got him to stare at a computer screen and play a game. 

			She’d reminded him how to truly live, to…love.

			He couldn’t tolerate the thought of losing her, not now, not ever. And he hoped the drapes were closed because there was no way they were going to make it to the bedroom upstairs this time. Losing himself in her was all that mattered. He wanted to forget where he ended and she began. 

			Tilting his head, he deepened the kiss and lifted her onto his lap. With her legs straddling his waist, he slid his hands underneath the back of her shirt, holding her tighter as he unhooked her bra.

			Her hips rubbed his raging erection, stoking the flames of his hunger for her. She broke the kiss, her gaze locked on his as she unbuttoned his jeans. “Please tell me you have a condom in your pocket.”

			He’d almost forgotten. Lifting them both, he slid his fingers into his back pocket and then held up a foil wrapper. Raising a brow he growled, “As you wish.”

			She snatched it from his hand with a sexy gleam in her eyes as she lowered his zipper and eased his shaft free. Watching her slide the condom on had him aching for release already. He ran his hands up her soft thighs underneath her skirt until he could knead her cheeks. She kissed him again, her teeth scraping his lower lip as he hooked his thumbs under her thong.

			“I’ll buy you a new pair, love,” he whispered as he snapped the thin elastic in two.

			He tugged the remnants down her leg and quickly brought her closer. His finger traced her opening, finding her wet and ready. He fused his lips to hers. There was no denying this hunger any longer. He entered her fully and without hesitation, drinking in her moan and growling at the way her fingernails dug into his shoulders.

			She sat up and gripped the opening of his shirt. With one tug, buttons clicked on the floor around them. “I’ll buy you a new one, love,” she whispered into his mouth, smiling as she kissed him.

			He laughed, flipping her over onto the couch without breaking the kiss. Gods. This was happiness. Right here, with her. He pushed her shirt up, cupping her breasts as he pumped his hips into her. Her cool hands explored his chest, every touch sparking new sensations in his heart, marking his soul. He was hers.

			His tongue swirled with hers as his thrusts became more urgent. He moved his hand lower, sliding his fingers between their bodies. 

			“Come with me,” he gasped against her lips.

			His fingers toyed with her in time with the crashing of their hips. He held on, fighting the urge to let go. Not yet. Suddenly her inner muscles clenched tight around him, and he surrendered, exploding deep inside her.

			They clung to each other, kissing over and over. He couldn’t get enough of her. He almost couldn’t catch his breath. Breaking the kiss, he stared into her eyes, losing himself in the moment. He wished he could freeze time and stay here forever.

			Something scraped across the window and he snapped his head in that direction, breaking the afterglow spell he’d been under. A flash of color. Or so he thought? The window was dark and empty now.

			“Wait here.” He got up, sliding the condom free and tucking himself into his pants as he crossed the room. There was a small opening between the drapes. He peered through into the darkness. Maybe it had been the wind. But he swore there had been movement. He saw something.

			Maybe it was Greyson. He was supposed to be keeping watch. 

			But his gunner wouldn’t have been a Peeping Tom at the window. 

			Heather’s arms moved around his waist from behind. “What’s wrong?”

			He turned to embrace her and kissed her hair. “I thought I saw something. Probably an animal outside, but I better check in with Greyson just in case.”

			“All right.” She stepped back, grudgingly sliding free of his arms. 

			Her cell buzzed on the table behind them. “That’s weird.” She frowned. “Who would call at this time of night?” She picked it up and glanced over at Drake. “It’s David.”

			“Shit,” Drake replied. This couldn’t be good news, and there’s no way it was a fucking animal outside. He quickly made his way around the living room, pulling all the drapes closed and turning off lights.

			Heather answered the call. “David?” She pulled her hair over her shoulder and frowned. “How am I supposed to do that? If I call her after midnight and no one has died she’s going to know something is up.” She paused, shaking her head. “What if I can’t get her to come?”

			She groaned as she lowered her cell and sat on the sofa with her head in her hands. “David was at my sister’s place earlier tonight, and now he needs me to get Ashley to leave so he can see if his hunch about the figurehead is right. Apparently, she had some magic wards on the shed and it tipped her off that someone was poking around, so he’s worried she’s going to move it someplace else.”

			Relief swamped Drake’s tight shoulders. The sooner they had the figurehead and Ashley was in custody, the safer Heather would be. He came over beside her and gripped her knee. “This is good news, love. While you call her, I’m going to check the yard. Greyson texted me back. He wasn’t outside the window, so I want to know who was.”

			“I thought you said it was an animal.” She raised a brow.

			“Just want to be sure.” He shrugged. “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

			He kissed her forehead and turned on the porch light before slipping out the door. His dagger hung from his belt, but he’d feel better with his hammer and pistol. Sadly, those were locked in his truck. Sticking to the thicker shadows under the Spanish-moss-covered trees, he jogged toward the street.

			“Hello?”

			He froze at the sound of a woman’s voice and scanned the area. He didn’t see anyone.

			“Heather? Isn’t it past your bedtime?”

			They weren’t talking to him. He clenched his jaw and forced his legs forward. He recognized that voice. Ashley.

			“The hope chest can wait until morning. I’m in bed, and there’s no way I’m driving all the way over to your place right now.”

			But she was already here. Why? And why was she lying to Heather?

			Drake carefully unlocked and opened the door to his truck, praying she wasn’t close enough to see the flash of his dome light in the cab. Once he had it off, he leaned in, reaching under the seat for his tool belt and gun case while his mind wrestled with the idea that the Peeping Tom in the window tonight could’ve been Ashley. 

			What was she doing here? Did she think the person messing with her shed was Heather? He wasn’t sure how far away Ashley lived these days, but even from a new suburban neighborhood she could reach the historic district of Savannah in a half hour. 

			David had been at her place earlier tonight. 

			Maybe Ashley did think Heather had been trying to steal from her.

			He followed the sound of her voice around the north side of the house. As he rounded the corner, he froze.

			A gutted cottonmouth snake lay on the sidewalk, curved in the shape of an S. Written in blood were the words:

			Thou shalt not steal

			Drake fumbled with his phone, wishing he’d paid more attention when Colton had shown him how to take a photo. After a few wrong buttons, he snapped a picture of the carnage, cursing under his breath. Things were getting more fucked up by the minute. 

			Had the Serpents followed Ashley to Heather’s house? Maybe they thought they could scare Heather into convincing Ashley to return the figurehead. Or maybe this warning was for Ashley. Who the fuck knew?

			He stuffed his phone into his pocket and froze. He no longer heard Ashley’s voice. Damn it. He ran around the corner as a black van stopped silently at the curb. Two robed men dragged a woman with long dark hair toward the open side door.

			Drake ran, pulling his blade free. His pulse drummed in his ears, the rhythm calming his jagged nerves. He shouted, distracting the man on the right. As he turned to look, Drake sent the dagger sailing end over end.

			The blade buried itself in the man’s chest. He dropped to his knees, his fingers weakly pawing at the handle until he crumpled to the ground. The woman launched an attack on the other man, breaking free of his grip, but instead of running toward Drake, she bolted past the van and into the darkness.

			What the fuck? Drake rushed to the van, but the other robed man dove through the open side door before he could get there. It rolled shut as the tires screeched, and the black van disappeared. By the time Drake got to the edge of the street, the van was too far away to make out a license plate. 

			The Serpents got away, but what about Ashley? He looked both ways for any sign of her, but nothing moved in the square. He retrieved his knife from the robed fanatic and checked for a wallet or ID. Nothing. Shit. 

			Frustration soured his stomach. He couldn’t leave a body here, but he also needed to check on Heather. 

			After wiping his blade clean on the bottom of his pants leg, he sheathed it and bent down to hoist the body onto his shoulder. On the high seas, they tossed dead men into the sea. The world wasn’t as simple anymore. Science made disposing of bodies more complicated and far from his expertise.

			With a grunt, he straightened, carrying the man over his shoulder like a sack of wet cement. Sweat rolled down his forehead as he hustled toward his truck, scanning the quiet streets for any witnesses. The shocks squeaked as he lowered the body into the bed and shoved it as far forward as he could. From the toolbox, he retrieved the gray contractor’s tarp and covered the man. It looked suspicious, but it would work until Agent Bale’s cleanup crew could take over. 

			He closed the tailgate and wiped his brow. Done.

			When he turned around, he cursed under his breath. A shiny trail of blood led directly to his truck. Damn it. He fired off a text to Agent Bale.

			Need a cleanup crew to Heather’s house right away. Can’t wait until morning. 

			A second went by, then one more. Shit, what if Bale was already busy at Ashley’s house? Finally, Drake’s phone buzzed.

			They’ll be there within the hour. Is Heather all right? 

			Drake glanced at the darkened house. Fuck, he hoped she was.

			The Serpent Society paid us a visit. 

			It took him a moment to figure out how to send the picture of the dead snake. Then he added, I got one of them, but I couldn’t find any ID. Maybe you can get fingerprints. 

			Drake headed for the house as another text lit the screen.

			Shit. Stay with Heather. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			Heather ended her call with Ashley and groaned. David had given her an impossible task, but ridiculously, she still carried a smidge of hope in her heart that her sister would be willing to see her. Stupid and naive. Ugh.

			Her phone buzzed. A text from David.

			Great work, Heather. Keep Ashley there as long as you can. I’ll let you know when we’re clear. 

			Her eyes widened as she hurried to text back.

			She turned me down. Don’t go in there. She’s still home, David. 

			“Come on, come on, come on,” Heather whispered to her phone.

			David answered.

			No one is here. 

			Heather frowned. She had called Ashley’s cell phone, so she could have been out, but… Heather rubbed her forehead. Didn’t Ashley mention being in bed? Heather couldn’t be sure now. Maybe she just assumed it.

			It didn’t matter, not really. If Ashley wasn’t home, then David and his team could search for the figurehead, and this would all be over soon.

			She set her phone on the end table and lay across the sofa. Less than an hour ago, she’d been lost in Drake’s arms, making love like the rest of the world didn’t exist. But now that the heat had faded, dread wandered in. 

			Her decision not to drink from the Grail, and the ramifications of that choice, soaked into her consciousness like summer rain on parched earth. She would grow old and die, and Drake would be unchanged and left behind. Her chest constricted as she stared at the ceiling and blinked away tears. 

			There would never be a happy ending for them. Not in the end. No crossing over together. No reuniting on the other side. Drake would be in Savannah. Forever.

			He’d already carried the grief for his nephew for two centuries. How could she saddle him with more?

			All her fantasies about their souls finding a new ending this time were just that, fantasies. She wiped the tear from her cheek. It wasn’t fair to either of them, and the more time they spent together, the more she wanted. Once she got things straightened out with her sister and David locked away the figurehead, she needed to get real. 

			After all that talk about how David broke her heart by walking away, was she seriously thinking about doing the same to Drake? This was different. She wouldn’t just vanish from Drake’s life without a word. She’d explain herself first. Their predicament was the opposite of David’s. David claimed to be protecting her from unknown threats. There was nothing unknown about this situation. She knew how this story would end. Death would come for her eventually; there was no way around it. 

			And if she truly loved Drake, how could she ask him to watch her wither and fade away while he was left behind? She could spare him this. 

			If she was strong enough. 

			The door opened, scattering her thoughts. Drake closed and locked it, releasing a groan of relief. “Thank the gods you’re all right.”

			She straightened, frowning. “You found someone outside?”

			“More than one, love.”

			He crossed the room in a few wide strides and sat beside her. “One of Bale’s cleanup crews will be here soon. The Serpent Society was here for your sister. I got one of them, but the others are gone.”

			“Why would they come to my house looking for my sister?”

			His blue eyes locked on hers. “Because she was here. Right outside.”

			“What? No.” Heather blinked, struggling to wrap her brain around this new information. “I called her and she wouldn’t come over.”

			“And I heard her telling you that while I was looking for Greyson. She was here,” Drake said. “The men in black robes must’ve overheard the conversation, too, because they made a grab for her.”

			“But she’s okay?”

			“Aye.” He nodded slowly. “She got away.”

			Heather shook her head. “I don’t understand. Why would she lie to me about being here?”

			“I don’t know, but I don’t like it.”

			Heather swallowed a lump in her throat, her confidence that her sister would never hurt her wavering. “Do you think she saw us earlier?”

			“I’m not sure, but whatever brought her over here, she didn’t want you to know about it.” He took her hand. “At least she can see the danger from the Serpent Society is real now.”

			“Maybe now she’ll let me help her.” 

			Thomas materialized in her peripheral vision with his arms crossed, shaking his head. Heather sighed. Even the dead believed her sister was beyond redemption. But Ashley was her only family left. 

			She had to try.

			… 

			“Damn it!” David wiped the sweat from his face. “It’s not here.”

			The shed behind Ashley Storrey’s home had a few tools of the trade for magic workers—eagle feathers, sage, candles, a pentagram throw, and all sorts of crystals, but no sign of a wooden figurehead from a legendary ship. Hell, maybe it wasn’t even made of wood, for all he knew.

			The garage door hinges squealed. “She’s back. Everyone out.”

			Without a sound, the team cleared the space, and David replaced the lock. Carefully, he bent down and removed the shamanic talisman from the door. Department 13’s dark magic division would be thrilled to hear their trinket worked. The talisman was shaped like a bat, and its charmed wings kept Ashley’s magical wards intact, allowing his team to pass through undetected.

			Or at least he thought it had. Ashley was already back, so maybe the new tool hadn’t succeeded as much as he thought. He needed to find out. 

			He turned to the team. “Get out of here. I’ll meet you back at headquarters.”

			David took a handkerchief from his suit-coat pocket and dabbed his face again as he made his way around the house. His team had freshly oiled the side gate when they came in, so he didn’t have to worry about squeaking hinges alerting her to his presence. 

			Once he was out of the yard, he peered into the garage window. The car sat alone. Good. He straightened his coat and went to the front door. He rang the bell and waited. Nothing. He knocked. Still no response. Damn it. He banged on the door again.

			“This is Agent Bale. I need to speak with you, Ms. Storrey. It’s urgent.”

			Seconds ticked by. He tried the knob. Locked. She could be sneaking out the back door right now. He dug his hand into the pocket of his pants and withdrew his lock-picking kit.

			“I was called here for a welfare check. I’m coming in.” All lies, but it covered his ass either way. Being part of a top secret division of the government didn’t make him immune from the rule of law. 

			He opened the door and stepped inside. “Ashley?”

			“Get the fuck out of my house or I’m calling the police.”

			“I am the police.” Not exactly, but he did have a badge. He followed the sound of her voice and found her in the spacious white living room, sprawled on her couch. Blood soaked through her pant leg on the side of her knee. “You’re injured.”

			“Great detecting, officer. I fell down earlier. Happy?” She glared up at him, and again the resemblance to Heather was striking. “I know you were the one snooping in my yard, and you work with my sister. I could pick up the phone right now and have you arrested.”

			“You could try.” He glanced at her cell phone over on the coffee table. “But I’m pretty sure I could get to that phone before you.”

			She lifted her hand, and he bolted forward, catching her wrist before she could finish reciting the spell. “No blur spells. We need to talk.”

			She shook her head. “You don’t have anything I want.”

			He tightened his grip until she flinched. “That figurehead is going to get you killed.” 

			Her eyes widened, and he forced himself to release her. This was the woman who headed up the Digi Robins. She was the reason his great-great nephew was dead. But revenge wasn’t going to bring him back. 

			David needed to play this by the book. He couldn’t allow his emotions to get the better of him. Vengeance might feel good for a moment, but he had a job to do, a higher calling. 

			She rubbed her wrist. “Thanks for your concern, but I’m tough to kill.”

			David sighed. She was tap dancing all over his last nerve. “Look, I already have the proof I need to arrest you for grand larceny. You can either work with us, or we put you away for being the ringleader of the Digi Robins. The choice is yours.”

			“No thanks.” She pushed herself up on the couch. “I’m not much of a team player anyway, and if you really are a government agent, then you need a warrant to arrest me in my own house.” Her gaze slid all the way down his body and back up again. “Honestly, you’re pretty to look at, but I have no clue what my sister saw in you.”

			David blinked. Heather had never mentioned her twin sister to him. It never occurred to him that she would’ve discussed their relationship with her sister. His surprise must’ve shown on his face before he could bury it because she cocked a brow.

			“You didn’t know she told me.” She shook her head. “You’re lucky she’s so forgiving. You abandoned her, and yet she still helps you when you call.” Her eyes narrowed. “I’d kill you.”

			He shrugged. “You wouldn’t be the first to try.” The posturing was getting him nowhere. “I can protect you from the Serpent Society.”

			“I don’t need protection.”

			“Judging by the bloody scene back at your sister’s place, I’d say you do. If Drake hadn’t killed one of them, you’d be at their mercy right now.”

			“Bullshit.” Her eyes sparked with defiance. “My magic is all the protection I need.”

			“They have religious relics that your magic can’t touch.” He jerked his tie loose and popped the top couple buttons on his shirt.

			She raised a brow. “Is it hot in here?”

			He ignored her and pulled his shirt open to expose the scar over his heart. “They put this S on my chest and nearly took my heart. Magic kept me from dying, but it couldn’t protect me from them. And it won’t protect you, either.”

			He buttoned his shirt again. “Give me the figurehead, and I can keep you safe.”

			She smirked. “Did you honestly believe it would be so simple? It wasn’t in my shed, was it? Maybe it doesn’t even exist.” Her attempt at an innocent smile made him clench his fists to keep from jerking her right off the sofa.

			“I don’t have time for games. The next time I see you, I’ll have a warrant handy.”

			He slammed the door behind him as he left, then pulled out his cell phone as he walked to his car. “Kingsley? I’m going to need a warrant for Ashley Storrey. We’re not working with her. Her ass is going to jail if the Serpents don’t get her first.”

			“Sounds like she knackered you.”

			“If that’s British for pissed me off, then yes. I’m finished dancing around with her. We need the figurehead, and she can rot in a cell. I’m not cutting a deal on this one.” 

			He ended the call and got in his car, taking out some of his frustration by pounding his hand on the steering wheel. There had to be a piece of the puzzle he was missing. 

			Heather would be a good place to start.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Drake checked the address again. This was the place. He peered through the passenger window of his truck, at the tiny white cottage with faded haint-blue shutters that matched the ceiling of the porch. A worn sign read Hand-dipped Candles. Spanish moss hung like thick spider webs from the drooping branches of the ancient live oak trees surrounding the property. 

			A bead of sweat rolled down his back as he parked on the side of the dirt road and got out of the truck. Heather wouldn’t drink from the Grail. He accepted her decision. If anyone understood the isolation that immortality could bring, it was him. 

			Last night still had him rattled. After discovering the Serpent Society so close to Heather’s house, and knowing her sister had been lurking outside the window left him desperate to protect her, and if she wouldn’t accept a sip from the Holy Grail, he had to find another option. There had to be a way he could save her without making her immortal. He could honor her wishes and still save her from the storm that was coming. 

			He’d heard stories about the root doctors since the first time they docked in Savannah, but he’d never needed one. Until now. According to Greyson, the candle shop was only a small part of Miss Bianca’s business. 

			Drake hadn’t asked Greyson if he’d used her services before. It was possible the gunner heard rumors about the place without ever visiting. In the late 1950s, when people started to get litigious, the low country root doctors retreated into the shadows of Savannah. 

			But the magic was far from dead.

			The problem was finding a practitioner willing to work with him. Drake wiped his brow and knocked on the door. A lace curtain fluttered out of the corner of his eye, but the window was empty by the time he turned.

			No one answered.

			He banged on it again. “A friend sent me. I’m looking for Miss Bianca.”

			Nothing. Fuck. 

			He headed for the truck. This was a long shot anyway.

			Hinges squeaked behind him. “Who are you?”

			He froze. “Drake Cole,” he said without turning around. “My friend said I could find Miss Bianca here.”

			“You want a spell candle?”

			“Something like that. He told me Miss Bianca was a gifted root doctor.” Drake slowly pivoted around. 

			“Then he told you wrong.”

			The African-American woman standing in the doorway looked to be in her twenties, maybe thirty, but he doubted it. Her long, thin braids cascaded over her shoulders, her jeans sat low on her hips, and her Scallywags concert tank almost made him smile. Apparently, she was a fan of Keegan’s rock band. The crew’s pilot fronted a Southern rock band in this lifetime and they had a strong following with the locals in Savannah.

			“Sorry for the trouble. I must’ve misunderstood Greyson.” He turned to go.

			“Wait.” She cleared her throat. “No reason you can’t look at the candles.”

			Couldn’t hurt. Maybe he could win her trust and she’d introduce him to Miss Bianca. 

			Drake followed her inside the house. Expecting some kind of eccentric den, he was surprised at the neat storefront of Miss Bianca’s shop. Unlike the faded exterior, the interior had been recently painted, and one of those flat tablet cash registers like Bob’s new one at the restaurant sat on the counter. Candles lined the shelves on one wall, and the other was full of glass containers with herbs and remedies he hadn’t seen for over a hundred years. Greyson was right. This was the place.

			Now he just needed to find Miss Bianca.

			He glanced at the woman beside him. “I told you my name. I didn’t catch yours.”

			Her thick accent made it clear she was a native Savannahian. “People round here call me Miss Bianca.”

			Drake coughed, choking on his surprise. This woman looked nothing like the hoodoo priestesses in the movies. 

			She raised a brow. “Not what you were expecting?”

			“Just thought you’d be…older.”

			“Doesn’t take age to work magic. Transference of power and training. When Mother Lorenda passed, her mantle fell to me.” She gestured to the herbs. “What kind of spell are you after?”

			“Why are you willing to help me now?”

			She brushed her braids behind her shoulder. “Greyson is a friend. If you know him, that’s good enough for me.”

			“Thank you.” Drake skimmed the names on the glass bottles like he might recognize a potion. “I need something that will heal any wound, even bring someone back from the other side if they need it.” He searched her eyes and quickly added, “I’m not asking for immorality, just a second chance at living.”

			She crossed her arms. “Dark magic carries a heavy cost.”

			He pulled out a few gold doubloons from his pocket. “There’s more where this came from.”

			“That’s not what I mean.” Shaking her head, she took the gold and whispered, “The Loas like to barter, and a mortal life will come at a high price.”

			“I’ll do anything to save her.”

			She slipped the coins into her jeans and went to the wall of herbs. “Come back tomorrow night. I’ll know their demands by then.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Look, most people come to me for love and money spells. I’m afraid this could end up costing you more than you’re ready to sacrifice.”

			Drake shook his head. “I’d die for her.”

			He was halfway out the door when she answered, “You might have to.”

			… 

			Heather paced the length of her living room, arguing silently with her dead grandmother about her very alive twin sister. Ashley was due to arrive any minute, but that didn’t stop their grandmother from trying to get Heather to leave the house. If only Queenie were around, a few rounds of Skull & Crossbones would take the edge off, or at least help Heather ignore the pushy spirit.

			A knock on the front door froze her in her tracks. Heather took a deep breath and reached for the handle. Her eyes widened. “Greyson?”

			“Aye.” He grinned, tipping his black baseball cap. “Drake asked me to stay close during your meeting. Just wanted you to know I’m here if you need me.”

			“My sister is not going to hurt me,” she said much louder than she intended to, but between her dead grandmother and Drake’s lecture about not trusting her own flesh and blood, her patience was wearing thin.

			Greyson popped his hands up in mock surrender. “Didn’t say she was, lass. I’m doing my job, that’s all. If anything goes sideways, give me a sign and I’ll be here.”

			“Thank you.” She straightened her top. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

			He turned on his heel and jogged down the stairs, seemingly not affected by her uncharacteristic flare of anger. She closed the door and went into the kitchen for a lemonade. As she bent to look in the fridge, a tap on the window of the back door made her gasp. 

			Ashley was outside.

			Heather frowned and opened the door. “Why are you—?”

			“I can’t stay long.” Her gaze darted past Heather, toward the living room. “Is Drake here?”

			“Drake? How do you know—?”

			“Is he here?” Her cold glare pinned Heather in place.

			“No.” Heather shook her head. 

			“Good.” Ashley pushed her way into the kitchen.

			Heather crossed her arms to keep her hands from shaking. All the warnings from Drake and Greyson had her doubting her sister’s intentions. “What the hell is going on, Ash?”

			Ashley engaged the deadbolt on the back door, and Heather’s pulse jumped. Her sister came closer. “We need to talk. Alone.”

			“How do you know about Drake?” Heather never mentioned Drake to her sister. Not that he was a secret, but they hardly ever spoke and when they did it wasn’t to discuss men they were seeing. Maybe Ashley had seen them last night after all. She would’ve recognized him.

			God, what if she saw them…together? Heather’s gut twisted, intuition shouting for her to run. 

			“I know all about Drake.” Ashley snatched Heather’s wrist and dragged her into the living room. “I know everything. The night he saved your life. Your first kiss. All of it. Okay? Now that we’re caught up, I have bigger problems to discuss.”

			“How could you know any of that? It’s not possible.”

			“Oh, it’s very possible.” Ashley pointed at the computer. “I’m Queenie.”

			“What?” Heather jerked free of her sister’s grasp and stumbled backward. “No. You’re…” She shook her head, rejecting the evidence laid out in front of her. It couldn’t be true. The betrayal hurt too much to contemplate. “No way. You hacked into my computer.”

			Ashley rolled her eyes. “Why bother when I can hack into your life?” Cold indifference gleamed in her dark eyes. “I warned you those online games were trouble.”

			The truth stung deep in Heather’s soul, igniting an unfamiliar raw, bitter rage. “I can’t believe you did this to me.” Her hands balled into fists. “I’ve been defending you all this time, to everyone. Against everyone’s advice, I invited you here because you’re in serious danger. For all I know you staged everything.” She took a step closer to Ashley. “You can hate me all you want, but if you don’t give that figurehead to Agent Bale, the Serpent Society will kill you.”

			“Believe me, I would be happy to give it to him.” Her sister tipped her head back, and shrill laughter escaped her throat. When she met Heather’s gaze again, she sobered. “Those fanatics don’t even know it exists. They’re just pissed about giving me money for a forgery of Pandora’s Box and for taking one of their precious rings. I’m not afraid of them.” Ashley shook her head. “They’ve underestimated my magic.” Ashley snarled. “You all have.” 

			She lifted her hand in Heather’s direction and started to pull her fingers closer together. Suddenly, Heather’s throat tightened. She reached up, struggling to free herself from an invisible grip. 

			“Ashley,” she choked. “No.”

			“Sorry, sis. I tried to find another way. Nothing worked out. You’re my only hope now.”

			“Of…what?” Heather couldn’t breathe as the vise tightened around her throat. 

			The front door groaned and suddenly burst open as the lock tore free from the frame. Drake came in first, hammer in hand, with Greyson right behind him, gun aimed at Ashley.

			“Let her go!” Drake shouted.

			“One more step and she never takes another breath,” Ashley replied without taking her eyes off Heather. “Put the gun on the floor.”

			Heather’s vision blurred as she struggled for air, but she still caught Drake’s nod to Greyson. He had a plan. She couldn’t surrender, fighting to cling to consciousness.

			As the gunner lowered his weapon, Drake threw his. The hammer flew end over end, hitting Ashley’s knee so hard she crumpled to the floor screaming.

			Heather fell to the ground, coughing and gasping for air. The spell was broken. Drake rushed to her side, drawing her into his arms. He kissed her hair. “Are you all right, love?”

			“Yeah.” She coughed. “I think so.”

			Greyson collected his gun and pointed the barrel at Ashley. “No more tricks.”

			“There are always more.” Ashley gripped her knee as she glared up at the pirate. “Fuck you.” 

			Heather’s ears popped. She blinked, frowning at the empty space on the floor. “Where’d she go? She can’t just vanish.”

			Drake got to his feet, helping her up with him. “Damn it. Ashley couldn’t have gotten far with a broken leg.”

			“I’d wager she’s long gone, mate.” Greyson holstered his gun. “Bale called it a blur spell. She can slow time for us, so what seems like a second could’ve been five or ten minutes passing us by.”

			Heather crossed her arms, rubbing her hands along her biceps to calm the goose bumps. Her attention slipped to her left hand. Her bare left hand. Her grandmother’s ring was gone. She’d never taken it off since the day her grandmother watched her put it on her finger. The imprint still marked the empty spot. Ashley. Strangling her with magic hadn’t been enough?

			“Ashley’s been spying on me for over a year.” She clenched her jaw and lifted her gaze. “I’m the reason she was at the Bonaventure the night you helped John rescue Harmony from the underground chapel.”

			“What?” Drake frowned. “How?”

			She swallowed the lump in her throat. “Queenie.” Her mouth went dry. “Ashley is Queenie on Skull & Crossbones. We were playing online the night I went with David to the Bonaventure.” Her voice wavered as she forced the words out. “I confided in her. She knows everything.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Drake tucked his cell back into his jeans. Agent Bale was getting a warrant for Ashley, so Drake was going to keep Heather far from her sister’s reach until Ashley was safely behind bars. Colton and the crew were on board to set sail. No big surprise. They usually jumped at any chance to get back out on the water. 

			Sailing the Sea Dog took a lot of work, so he appreciated his crew jumping into action to help him with his double-edged plan. Drake wasn’t sure it would cheer Heather up, but he had to try, and at least she’d be safe out on the open sea.

			Heather sat across the room on the sofa. She’d been staring at her laptop for the past half hour. Discovering her twin sister had deceived her, pretending to be her closest friend Queenie, had left her withdrawn and quiet. Strangely, it made him nervous. 

			This wasn’t about him. He knew that. It didn’t stop his heart from clenching at the distance growing between them. The last time he’d been in love, he’d lost. Losing Heather wasn’t something he even wanted to contemplate. 

			He’d been trying to give her space to sort everything out. Hell, until today she’d been defending Ashley. Still, he couldn’t sit back and watch her withdraw even more. He wanted to help, hence the plan.

			Drake wandered over and settled beside her. “I think we need to get out of this house, love.”

			“It’s still light out.” She glanced at the window and back to his face. “I’d have to cover up from the sun.”

			“Cover all you like.” He shrugged and grinned, hoping to persuade her. “Let’s get some fresh air and watch the sunset.” 

			She rested her hand on his thigh. “Maybe we should wait until the sun is already set.”

			He placed his hand over hers. “There’s no better way to watch the sun go down than on the open ocean.”

			Her eyes widened. “You want to go sailing? Now?”

			“Aye.” He searched her eyes. “Your sister won’t be able to find us in the middle of the sea. Bale told me he’s getting a warrant to arrest her. We’ll be far from here while he does. We can relax.” He kissed her forehead, praying she’d say yes. “Colton’s getting our skeleton crew together, and One-Eyed Bob is already loading up the galley to make us dinner at sea.” He squeezed her hands. “Say yes.”

			The corners of her beautiful mouth started to curve up into a smile that banished some of the worry festering in his gut. “Yes.” She leaned in to kiss his cheek. “I’ll go get dressed.”

			When she came back downstairs, a sleek black leather glove covered her hand as it slid along the banister, and her long purple skirt dragged on each step behind her. She wore black lace-up boots, a long-sleeved rose-colored shirt, and her silver hair was braided down over her shoulder. And on her head, a large brimmed black straw hat kept her face under its shadow. 

			Even with every inch of her body covered, she was still the sexiest woman he’d ever seen. There was no one else on earth like her, and she wanted to spend time with him. When had he gotten so damned lucky?

			She held up a pair of dark glasses. “I’m ready.”

			He stood and took her other gloved hand. “Let’s get to the Sea Dog.” 

			She nodded and followed him to the truck. He helped her inside and studied her face, wishing he could see her eyes behind the dark glasses. “Everything is going to be all right, love. We’ll stop Ashley.”

			Heather set her jaw. “I know.”

			“Then what’s bothering you?”

			“It’s just a lot to process.” She pressed her lips together and then forced a smile. “I’ll be fine. I just need some time.”

			His gut twisted as he shut the door and moved to the driver’s side. She was building a wall between them. He couldn’t see it with his eyes; his heart sensed it. And he had no idea why.

			Grinding his teeth, he started the engine. Once they got out on the water, he’d make things right again. Walls could be torn down.

			… 

			Drake’s truck vibrated, rattling her teeth as they drove along the Savannah River toward the dock. She glanced at his hands gripping the steering wheel, remembering the way he’d held her the night before. The way he’d looked at her like she was the only woman in the world. She rolled her eyes at herself and stared out the passenger window.

			This was a mistake. She shouldn’t have agreed to go sailing with him. Every moment she spent with Drake made the thought of leaving him more unbearable. Even during the silence of the drive, his scent intoxicated her.

			She couldn’t ignore the fact that if they stayed on this course, he’d have another death to mourn. She could save him from that. Maybe he’d find someone else more willing to drink from that cup. Okay, imagining those hands holding another woman made her want to scream.

			She closed her eyes and took a slow breath. Right now she needed to focus on stopping her sister. Once they had the figurehead, and Ashley couldn’t attack anyone else, she’d muster her will and explain to Drake that because she loved him, she couldn’t stomach the thought of him watching her die. She couldn’t hurt him. Not like that.

			He parked the truck and killed the engine. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

			No. But for tonight, she would be. For him. 

			“Yeah.” She forced a smile. “Sorry I’ve been so quiet.”

			He took her hand as they approached the Sea Dog. Their fingers laced together like they’d been a couple for years. Lifetimes. 

			Colton met them at the gangplank. “Welcome aboard.”

			“Thanks, mate.” Drake turned to steady Heather as she stepped off the gangplank and onto the deck.

			“Thank you.” She looked up at Colton. “I’m not much of a sailor, but can I help with anything?”

			He grinned. “As I understand, this is your first time sailing.”

			She chuckled, shooting a glare at Drake from behind her dark glasses. “You outed me?”

			Colton shook his head. “You’re our guest tonight.” He gripped Drake’s shoulder. “We are going to need to borrow our ship’s carpenter to get out to sea. It takes every hand to sail this gorgeous wench.”

			“I won’t be long, love.” Drake chuckled and kissed her forehead. “Remember Keegan? He’s behind the wheel. I’ll meet you there after we drop the sails.”

			Heather nodded and stepped back out of the way while Colton started shouting commands. A generator roared, coming to life as the capstan turned, lifting the anchor from the bottom of the riverbed. 

			Drake and Greyson bumped fists and rushed to the rope lines, climbing them like they were a steady ladder instead of a bouncing death trap. Drake’s shirt clung to his chiseled frame like a second skin, accentuating every strain of heaving his body weight higher up the mast. It would’ve been a huge turn-on if she wasn’t so worried he might fall.

			“No worries, lass.” Colton nudged her shoulder. “Even if he fell, he’d be healed before you could call a doctor.”

			God. For a moment, she had forgotten all about the Grail and immortality. She nodded, her attention still focused on Drake. “Thanks for the reminder. How often do they fall?”

			“They don’t.” Colton shook his head. “Before we plundered the Holy Grail, falling from the mast was a death sentence. You learn to grip the ropes like your life depends on it.”

			Drake straddled the beam at the top of the sail as the Sea Dog slowly moved away from the dock. 

			“Anchor’s clear!” someone shouted behind her.

			Colton tipped his head back and yelled to the men on the masts. “Make sail!”

			Drake scooted along a beam a few stories above the deck, untying the bindings. He looked across at Greyson and nodded, then at the same time they dropped the main sail. The heavy black canvas plummeted down with a snap before it caught the wind. The ship lurched forward, groaning as she gained speed.

			Heather walked across the deck to where Keegan stood behind the wheel, unable to watch Drake make his way back down the lines. Immortal or not, surely it would hurt if he fell. Either way, she couldn’t turn off the worry for his safety, so she’d do the best to distract herself. 

			Keegan glanced her way with a crooked smile. “Good to see you again, lass.”

			“Thanks. And thanks for sailing the ship on such short notice.” 

			“Any excuse to put wind in our sails.” He winked. “We’re pirates, remember?”

			She grinned, sneaking a peek up at Drake again. “Oh, I remember.”

			It didn’t escape her notice that none of Drake’s crew gave her appearance a second look. Maybe after being alive for over two hundred years, nothing surprised them anymore, or maybe as pirates and outcasts, they understood her better than she ever imagined.

			“Good to see our carpenter smiling again.” Keegan pointed over at Drake. “Since we lost the original Sea Dog, we…lost him, too.”

			She looked over at Keegan. “Did Char drink from the cup? She’s your girlfriend, right?”

			“My fiancée. And yeah. She took a swallow.” He raised a curious brow. “Why do you ask?”

			Heather shrugged. “Just wondering, I guess. It must be tough for you and your crew to ever have long-term relationships. Mortality gets in the way, right?”

			Keegan adjusted his grip on the wheel, his gaze locked on the horizon. “Can’t speak for the whole crew, but a few of us have found love.”

			“I don’t want to live forever.” She tipped her chin up, Drake coming in and out of focus as she blinked back unwelcome tears forming in her eyes. “I also don’t want to hurt him.” She turned to Keegan again. “Eventually, I’m going to break his heart. The only question is when.”

			A muscle jumped in his cheek while his eyes remained on the horizon. “If you’re looking for relationship advice, I’m the wrong pirate. Until Char, one-night stands were my specialty. Not much of a relationship counselor. You should talk to the cook. One-Eyed Bob loves meddling where he’s got no business. You’ll make his night.”

			Heather chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

			Drake dropped onto the deck and headed straight toward her. “My mate Keegan kept his hands on the wheel, right?”

			“Fuck off, Drake. You sent her over here,” the pilot teased.

			“That I did.” Drake slid his arm around her waist. “I want to show you something.”

			Being near him, even in silence, inspired a peace and acceptance in her soul that she’d never known. How could she be contemplating walking through life alone again?

			He led her to the bow of the ship and positioned her in front of him, his hands gripping the railing on either side. The wind stung her cheeks, filling her lungs with salty air as the ship cut through the calm waters. Ahead of them, the heavens painted the sky in purples and pinks and reds. Breathtaking. 

			His lips brushed her ear as he whispered, “Thank you for sailing with me. I built most of this ship with my own two hands, but this is the first time I’ve ever had someone to share it with.”

			She leaned back in to his chest. “You have your whole crew.” 

			He wrapped one arm around her waist, his big hand resting protectively over her belly. “That’s not what I mean. My crew is all the family I have left, but I’ve shared more of myself with you in the past few weeks than I have with them in over two hundred years.”

			His confession lodged in her heart, making it ache. She focused all her attention on the unfolding sunset. If she turned around now, lost herself in his eyes, she’d never be able to protect him. 

			“What’s wrong, love?” The warmth of his breath sent a ripple of desire through her body. Keeping her distance was impossible.

			She stared down at the water. “My father used to love fishing.” She blinked, wondering where the memory had come from. She frowned, following the thread. “I could never go. Too much sun.”

			Drake’s voice vibrated in his chest behind her. “What happened to your parents?”

			“My dad drowned. He took Ashley out on a fishing trip in his Boston Whaler. A storm blew in and my sister fell overboard. Dad dove in to save her. She made it back into the boat. He never surfaced again. The Coast Guard found Ashley. After a few days they gave up searching for my dad.” She cleared her throat, forcing the words to come. “My mom never really recovered from that. We lost her about six months later. Heart attack.” 

			The words rang hollow to her ears. Just facts. Her emotions were no longer raw, but they never went away. She still missed them. Maybe you never stopped. 

			She turned around, searching his eyes. “I wish I could explain this. I still have moments when I ache to reach out and hug them. There are days when I’d give anything to be able to pick up a phone and hear their voices. They’re not lost, though, not really. They’re in the stars. They’re everywhere. Pure energy.” The thought brought a bittersweet smile to her lips. “And every time I think of them, they’re right here with me.” She reached up to caress Drake’s cheek. “That’s why I can’t drink from your cup. There’s so much more than this life we’re experiencing right now, and I want to see it someday.”

			“Do you talk to them, like you do for your clients?”

			Heather nodded. “I’ve communicated with my mom and my grandmother.”

			“Not your father?”

			She shook her head. “Sometimes I feel his energy. I’m not sure why he doesn’t speak to me. When I was younger, I used to push and ask spirit guides to help with the connection. All I got was… It sounds crazy.”

			He chuckled, the sparkle in his eyes warming her all over. “Crazier than an immortal pirate?”

			“Okay, fine.” She rolled her eyes. “All I see is a big ship. I don’t know if it’s his version of heaven or what. He’s on this ship and he can hear me, but he can’t respond.” 

			Drake’s expression darkened. “Lots of sea legends are whispered about souls lost at sea being trapped on the Flying Dutchman.”

			She’d never thought about it. “My dad was on the executive board of a bank. He wasn’t a sailor. At best, he was a weekend angler.”

			“If he died at sea, Davy Jones could have captured his soul to work on his crew.”

			The idea of her father in his suit, with a tie and matching pocket square, working on a mythical ship as a crewmember didn’t compute. It couldn’t be true.

			Drake held her a little tighter. “There are tales of making deals with Davy Jones. Maybe your father traded his soul to save your sister.”

			Now that was something she could see her father doing. She struggled to find her voice. “I suppose that’s possible.”

			“Raise the colors, mates!” Colton shouted behind them.

			Greyson and John headed for a wooden cabinet and opened the lid. Greyson turned around, frowning. “Did you move the flag, quartermaster?”

			“No.” Colton shook his head, crossing to the others.

			Drake craned to see over his shoulder. 

			Colton stepped back. “It’s gone.” He slammed the bin shut. “Fucking tourists. Bunch of damn thieves.”

			“Was the flag an antique?” Heather asked.

			“We all are, love.” Drake pulled his hair back from his forehead, exposing the scar over his right eye. “Maybe Flynn took it to get it cleaned or mended or something.”

			Colton cursed under his breath. “Doesn’t matter right now.”

			His dark expression as he stomped away said otherwise.

			Drake took her hand, walking her back toward the galley. “Bob’s been cooking us a candlelight dinner.”

			As she followed him to the other end of the ship, goose bumps rose on her arms. Out of the corner of her eye, spirits gathered, crawling over the railings of the Sea Dog and stalking across the deck. She tugged Drake’s hand, opening her mouth to warn him, when the banshee’s shriek dropped her to her knees.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Drake caught Heather in his arms. Her entire body was rigid, every muscle contracted, and pain lined her pale face. “What’s wrong, love?” He removed her dark glasses to find her gaze distant. Panic swelled inside him as he shouted, “Colton!”

			No one responded. His head snapped up, scanning the ship. Keegan lay on the deck, curled in a ball, his fists pressed tight to his ears, his jaw taut, grunting in pain. Colton sat against the railing, head in his hands, panting with effort. 

			What the hell was happening?

			“Salt.” Heather gasped. “The dead. Everywhere.”

			“Fuck!” Drake growled. How could Ashley be attacking all of them? And why wasn’t it affecting him? No time to figure it out now. 

			He laid Heather on the deck and raced for the galley. Inside, One-Eyed Bob placed fresh hush puppies on a platter next to a huge plate of fried shrimp and blue crab. He looked up with a grin. “I brought a folding table from the restaurant. You can set it up topside. I’m almost ready.”

			“Salt.” Drake searched the countertop. “I need salt.”

			Bob frowned and reached into a cupboard, handing him a shaker. 

			Drake shook his head, desperation gnawing at his insides. “No, I need more. A canister or something.”

			The cook bent down, fishing through his rations. “Is something wrong?”

			“Everything’s fucking wrong. The dead are here.”

			“Ghosts?” Bob stood up, offering a canister of salt. “I thought they were after you?”

			“They were. Apparently the target has changed.” 

			He took the salt and ran. Heather was right where he left her. Her face shone with sweat and tears rolled freely from her eyes. He made a circle of salt around her. “They lie, love. She makes them lie.”

			Heather coughed, gripping her head and struggling to control the sobs shaking her chest. “I’m…fine. Save the others.”

			“Stay here.” He hustled around the deck, circling each afflicted crew member with salt. 

			“What the hell is happening?” Caleb jogged up the steps from the lower deck. The ship’s navigator was more comfortable with his books than his crew, but his loyalty never wavered. 

			“The witch is using the figurehead to command the dead.” Drake finished circling Colton and moved on to Greyson.

			Caleb flipped his head, knocking the unruly curls of his black hair away from his face. “How can I help?”

			“The witch needs a personal item for the ghosts to find you.” Drake glanced his way. “You’re the smartest member of the crew. Find out what connects all these men and Heather.”

			“And why didn’t it affect you and me?” Caleb mumbled, already pondering the problem.

			Drake circled Greyson before rushing to John’s side. Blood trickled from the boatswain’s nose and ears. The figurehead’s magic was hurting him, but the Grail would keep him alive. Drake circled him on the deck while shouting to the others, “Stay inside the salt until we figure out what’s going on.”

			John sat up, wiping his nose. “What the fuck was that?”

			“I’ll explain in a minute.” Drake sprinted to the wheel where Keegan sat with his knees pulled into his chest and his head buried between them. His shoulders shook with sobs. 

			Drake gripped his shoulder. “They lie, Keegan. Don’t listen.”

			He trailed a line of salt around Keegan that included the wheel. In case they couldn’t break Ashley’s spell, at least Keegan could pilot them back to shore. Drake rose to his full height, searching the deck. “Where’s Eli?”

			All of the crew had come aboard to sail tonight except for Captain Flynn and his first mate, Duke. 

			Greyson’s voice broke as he pointed toward the rear of the ship. “He went to the stern to pull up a shrimp net for One-Eyed Bob.”

			Drake shook the canister. There was still some salt left. Not much. “I’ll find him.”

			He ran down the deck, shouting for Eli. Greyson’s apprentice was every bit as old as the rest of the crew now, even though he still appeared to be a young eighteen-year-old kid. It was tough to shake that impression even after centuries together. Eli was the younger brother to the entire crew, and they all looked out for him.

			No one replied.

			Drake rounded the corner, shocked to find the deck empty. “Eli?”

			Maybe he’d been immune to Ashley’s power like Drake and Caleb and One-Eyed Bob. Drake gripped the salt tighter, heading for the corner where the shrimp net was tied off. “Eli? Where are you?”

			No reply. With his heart lodged in his throat, he leaned over the railing. Eli dangled from the netting, both wrists slashed. The wounds were still present, so he’d cut them in the last few minutes. Eli had fought the spirits’ torment as long as he could. He’d heal soon.

			Drake set the salt aside and wove his fingers into the netting to get a solid grip, then with all the strength he could muster, he tugged, leaning back and grunting with the effort. One step, then one more. 

			“Shit!” Caleb rushed over to help Drake.

			Drake tilted his head toward the rail, spitting his words out through clenched teeth. “Grab Eli. He’s tangled in the net.”

			Caleb bent over the railing. “I’ve got him.”

			With Caleb bracing Eli’s weight, Drake wrenched the net over his shoulder and turned around, leaning into it as he walked to the other side of the ship, dragging the net and Eli on board.

			Caleb scooped Eli into his arms, carrying him away from the net. “He’s free.” 

			Drake dropped the net, exhaustion biting at all his limbs. “Thanks, mate.”

			“Where should I put him?” Caleb cradled Eli, a feat, since Eli was taller than Caleb by at least four inches.

			“Take him to the bow with the others. I’ll circle him with salt.”

			“Aye.” 

			Caleb turned and walked away while Drake bent down to retrieve the salt canister. What lies had the spirits told Eli to drive him overboard? He’d heal, but seeing him lifeless had shaken Drake to his core. 

			Death. 

			The reaper lost his power when they drank from the cup the first time, and recently when the healing effects started to wane, they’d all taken a second sip. Everyone except Colton. He chose to remain mortal and start a family.

			Someday they would lose him.

			Just like he would lose Heather if she refused to drink. 

			He followed Caleb back to the others, conflicting emotions gnawing at his insides. He could be sure of only one thing. Tomorrow he would go back to Miss Bianca, and no matter the cost, he would have the power to save the woman he loved.

			… 

			David took the file from Janice Kwan, Department 13’s top attorney, and tucked it under his arm. “Thanks for getting the warrant so quickly.”

			“Did you have any doubt?” She raised a perfectly sculpted brow. “Although your team gave me compelling evidence of her connection to the Digi Robins, you need to be aware that once you charge her, she has the funds to hook up with a pricey defense lawyer. Without a clear confession to the crime, she could make bail, and a woman with her IT skills will have no trouble creating a new identity and leaving the country. You’ll lose her.”

			David rubbed his forehead. “So without a confession we’re screwed?”

			She gave him a halfhearted shrug. “I’m just saying a signed confession would help keep her in custody until the trial.”

			“I’ll see what I can do.” 

			She handed him another sheet on a clipboard. “I just need you to sign here that you’re the acting officer on the warrant.”

			He reached into his jacket pocket and…he patted his other pockets. “Damn it. That was my favorite pen.”

			“Here, you can use mine.” 

			He took hers, signed, and handed the clipboard back. “Thanks again, Janice.”

			The lawyer walked away while David sent a group text to his team to let them know their work paid off. Six months ago he wouldn’t have wasted the time, but he was a different man today. Recently he’d learned that his team was the only real family he had left in this world, and letting them know he appreciated them wasn’t a waste of time. Ever.

			The helicopter was already waiting for him on the helipad to take him back to Savannah. If the fates were kind, he’d have Ashley Storrey in custody tonight. 

			… 

			By the time David drove into Ashley’s community, it was dark. He found a place to park a couple blocks away and killed the engine. Tonight, he’d arrest her. With any luck, he’d get a signed confession for the court and the location of the figurehead for Flynn and his crew to make the grab before anyone else got hurt. 

			In a few days, the relic would be locked in the vault. This could be his final chapter with Heather. If she chose to live dangerously with a member of the Sea Dog crew, he could walk away with a clear conscience. He could leave Savannah in his rearview mirror.

			He was getting ahead of himself. He had to find Ashley first. If fate was kind, she’d be at home. He folded the warrant and slid it into the inside pocket of his suit. Showtime. He got out, walking briskly toward Ashley’s place, when something made him stop. 

			An eerie melody. Maybe a chant? 

			He frowned, following the sound like a siren’s song. It crescendoed louder, until the source of the screeching exposed itself. This was no siren.

			This was a banshee.

			David covered his ears. It didn’t muffle the glass-shattering wail in his head. He scanned the darkened houses on the street. No lights turned on. This torture was meant for him alone. He was the target, and the attack existed only inside his mind. He forced himself to lower his hands from his ears, struggling to fight his natural instincts. He’d trained for metaphysical battles for more than one lifetime. The key was to keep panic at bay. 

			A young girl approached him from the shadows. Dressed in a pink poodle skirt and her hair in a ponytail, like she stepped right off the cover of an issue of ’Teen magazine from the 1950s. He recognized her face but couldn’t place the name. She had been the victim in one of his first cases for Department 13. 

			“You let Daddy kill me,” she said matter-of-factly.

			Now he remembered. Lori Miner. The thirteen-year-old girl’s file found its way onto Department 13’s radar after an internal FBI report could find no scientific explanation for an arson case. 

			Lori’s classmates all claimed the girl had started the inferno with her mind. No amount of questioning swayed their stories. The arson investigators never found evidence of an accelerant, and more worrisome was the lack of a starting point for the blaze. It was as if the school exploded in fire. No bomb fragments existed, either.

			“You’re wrong.” David struggled for coherent thought while the banshee’s wail tormented him. “I tried to save you. We wanted to help you.”

			“Daddy took me out in the shrimp boat.” Her skirt faded before his eyes, and her hair changed, wet with seaweed and brambles hanging from her ponytail. He blinked hard, willing the image to clear as her skin paled to a dull gray, and all the color drained from her eyes. “He cried while he tied my hands together. He said you made him do it.”

			“No.” David winced, searching his pockets for any charmed trinket that could save him. “I was going to teach you to control your power.”

			“You wanted to lock me up!” she screamed. “Daddy sent me to heaven at the bottom of the ocean.” She wrapped her arms around herself, trembling. “It’s so dark. And cold.” Gradually, her lips twisted into a vicious sneer, exposing her rotted gums, her teeth still ghostly white. “Now it’s your turn.”

			Her words carried on the wind of the banshee’s wails. David’s head throbbed under the pressure. Unable to fight instinct any longer, he reached up to cover his ears even though the sound reverberated from inside his mind, not from the outside physical world. When he forced his hands back down, his fingers were covered in blood. How much longer would he be able to withstand this attack before he was deafened permanently?

			He continued fumbling in his pants pocket for something that would block the mental attack. The girl taunted him, coaxing him to draw his pistol, to put it to his head and embrace the silence. “You can make this stop.”

			A reply wasn’t possible, his mind far too jumbled. His pouch of magical herbs was still in his pocket. They could heal any wound, even from a gunshot, and had already kept him alive more lifetimes than he deserved. Sadly, herbs weren’t going to quiet the banshee or the vengeful spirit in the poodle skirt.

			She kicked his foot. It should mean something. Think, damn it. His thumb brushed a cool, smooth surface of the trinity stone in his pocket, granting him a split second of clarity. The ghost touched him. Poltergeist.

			He gripped the trinity stone and pulled it free of his pocket. It was used to ward off demons, and although his tormenter was a ghost, it might work to break the manipulation she was under. The banshee shrieked even louder inside his head, making him cry out in pain. He couldn’t die, but he could lose his grip on sanity.

			He squeezed the stone tight and withdrew it from his pocket. Sweat rolled down his face as he lifted his head and stretched his hand out toward the decaying spirit. “This stone…will protect…you.”

			Her expression faltered, the twisted smile morphing into a frown. “She’s making me hurt you.”

			“And you can stop her.” His hand trembled. The yellow glow of the streetlights danced on the smooth surface of the black stone. “Take it.”

			She hesitated for a moment before snatching it from his hand, as though touching his skin might burn her. Clutching the stone, she closed her eyes. Color returned to her face and her clothes. 

			Smiling, she lifted her head. “I’m free.”

			The trinity stone clinked on the sidewalk as Lori faded from this plane of existence. Too bad the banshee wail didn’t vanish with her. David crawled forward, struggling to retrieve the stone. The tremors in his hands were costing him time. He’d learned one thing. The figurehead only controlled the spirits of souls lost at sea and claimed by Davy Jones. 

			He clutched the smooth black stone in his fist. If Davy Jones was some sort of demon, then touching the Trinity Stone could free the souls from the Flying Dutchman’s captain, which meant Ashley couldn’t control them with the figurehead anymore. 

			Fuck. If he could hear himself think, he would’ve been able to come up with a workable plan. Right now all he could manage was one thought.

			Stop her.

			David ground his teeth, his jaw clenching against the wave of nausea as he stood up. The screeching intensified with each step closer to Ashley’s house. In spite of the sweat stinging his eyes, he kept his focus forward, fixated on his singular goal. One step at a time, each more difficult than the last.

			By the time he reached her door, his breathing was labored and his gut tied in knots. He drew his Glock, unable to keep it from shaking. With his other hand he twisted the knob. Locked. He smashed the gun through the side window and stretched his arm inside to unfasten the deadbolt. Somewhere in the depths of his tortured mind it registered this was against rules, against the law, but he didn’t slow. Survival was more important.

			He stumbled through the door, wincing as the volume ramped up in his head. Ashley was on the couch. Or what used to be Ashley. He blinked, lifting his weapon in her direction. She didn’t move. Her eyes were pure red and unblinking, her mouth shaped in a perfect O, and although she was indoors with all the windows and doors closed, her hair…floated. Like she was underwater.

			He rubbed his arm across his forehead, fighting for coherent thought. It was an impossible errand against the shrieks in his head. Even so, he couldn’t shake the idea that maybe…Ashley was the figurehead.

			Suddenly she blinked, her eyes once again human. Her mouth snapped shut, silencing the banshee in his head. Before he could squeeze his trigger finger, the world went dark.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			“Stay inside your circles,” Heather cautioned the crew from her own circle of salt. She turned to Drake. “Ashley needs something meaningful to you in order for the spirits to locate you. I noticed my grandmother’s ring was missing tonight. Ashley must be using it to attack me.” She glanced at the others. “What could she have taken from all of you?”

			Colton and John shared a look before the quartermaster answered, “The ship’s colors.”

			“The pirate flag?” Heather wasn’t so sure. “Why wouldn’t her spell have affected the entire crew? Drake, One-Eyed Bob, and Caleb were spared.”

			The cook spoke first. “The three of us have never raised the colors. I’m always in the galley, Drake is making repairs to the ship, and Caleb stays busy with his navigation charts. I can’t remember the last time I touched the fabric of that old flag.”

			“He’s right,” Drake replied. “I can see it in my sleep, but I’ve never laid a finger on it.”

			Caleb gave a ponderous nod. “Me neither.”

			“Everyone else has raised the flag?” Heather scanned the nodding crew members. “All right. It won’t be safe for any of you to sail tonight. The ring of salt is the only thing keeping the spirits away.”

			Drake’s attention shifted from the elderly pirate cook to their bookish navigator and then turned toward Heather. “We can’t sail the Sea Dog back to port with only three men. There aren’t enough of us to tack into the wind. The ship’s too damn big.”

			Heather’s phone buzzed in her pocket. Goose bumps rose on her arms as she withdrew the cell. Her sister’s name lit up the screen. 

			She cleared her throat and accepted the call. “Ash?”

			“I have your ex tied up in my basement. You have until tomorrow morning to meet me at my house. Bring Drake. Anyone else tags along and you’re all dead.”

			“Since you just attacked the entire Sea Dog crew tonight, I’m guessing you already know we’re out to sea. We’ll never make it back to Savannah by morning unless you stop the spirits from tormenting the crew.”

			“Done.” Ashley’s voice morphed into a feral snarl. “I’ll see you and Drake at my door in the morning, or pretty Agent Bale’s blood is all over your snow-white hands.” 

			The call ended and Heather got to her feet. Whatever her sister was planning, it wasn’t good. But she couldn’t let her kill David. Heather’s hands trembled. Her twin sister was threatening to kill someone, and for the first time, Heather truly believed Ashley would follow through on her threat.

			She took a deep breath and stepped over the salt barrier.

			“What the hell are you doing?” Drake rushed to her side.

			“I told Ashley she had to call off her spirits so we can sail back to port. I’m just checking to see if she did.”

			Drake gave her a little space, but not much. Not since her grandmother passed away had she had someone in her corner, supporting her and believing in her. It would be so easy to love him. Setting him free would be another story. 

			She pushed the thought from her mind and listened for any screeching banshees.

			He took her hand, his jaw tight with worry. “Hear anything?”

			“Not yet.” She looked over at Colton. “You next.”

			He got up, wiping his brow before stepping across the barrier. “Nothing.”

			“Good. We have to get back to Savannah as soon as possible.” Heather squeezed Drake’s hand. “Then we need to talk.”

			“Fair enough. They’re going to need my help turning around.” He paused and added, “Your sister needs to be stopped, love. She’s beyond your saving now.”

			“I know.” Heather nodded slowly, the image of her father’s decaying face filling her memory. He had lifted his finger, pointing at her chest. His waterlogged voice gurgled, This is all your fault.

			Drake leaned in to kiss her forehead. “Stay with Bob in the galley. I’ll be back after we get the ship sailing for shore.”

			Heather did her best to shake off the memories of the attack, but seeing her father again ripped open a wound that had never really healed. They had argued the day he took Ashley out in the boat. 

			And this was not the closure she’d always longed for.

			She found Bob inside, frying a pan of shrimp. He looked over at her with a gentle smile. “You look lost, lass.”

			Heather sighed. “That’s a good way to put it, I think.”

			He patted a stool next to him. “I’ve still got two good ears.”

			Heather took the offered seat and folded her hands in her lap. “I know the figurehead allows Ashley to control the spirits. Drake’s nephew told me she makes them lie and hurt you. Even so…I wasn’t prepared.”

			“Any idea why your sister is targeting you and the crew?”

			“I have a hunch.” She lifted her gaze. “She’s always been jealous of me because my grandmother and I were both mediums. It kept us from being very close. She said something to me earlier today. I was so shocked to hear her claim to be my online friend that I hadn’t given it much thought. She claimed I was her only hope now. What could that mean?”

			Bob stopped stirring the shrimp. “Then why attack the whole crew?”

			“I think she wanted to be sure I couldn’t back out of meeting her tomorrow morning. The crew got caught in the crossfire. I don’t know.”

			“Was Drake caught in the crossfire too?”

			Heather stared at her hands. She’d been wondering the same thing. After Ashley’s admission about being Queenie, she couldn’t hide from the truth any longer. “She knew about Drake protecting me in the cemetery. I confided all my feelings to her.” She lifted her gaze. “Maybe hurting him was really to get to me?”

			“Sorry, lass.” One-Eyed Bob poured the sautéed shrimp onto a platter and glanced her way. “Are ye going to meet her? If tonight is any indication, she means to hurt you.”

			Heather stared down at her hands. “My father kept telling me tonight that this is my fault. He said I drove my sister to this, and that I doom every person who cares about me to a lifetime of torment.”

			“That’s what she wants you to think. Your father was under the figurehead’s spell.”

			“I argued with my dad the day he died.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “His mother’s spirit came through to me that morning, urgent to stop him from going out on the water that day. I tried. I gave him the message but…” Memories of that day flooded her until her voice cracked with emotion. “He didn’t believe me. He accused me of making it up so that my sister couldn’t go fishing. I begged him to wait another day, and when that didn’t work, I threatened that I’d never forgive him if he left.” Tears stung her eyes. “His last words to me before he was lost at sea were to grow up and stop being so selfish.”

			Over the years since, she’d convinced herself that he must’ve known she didn’t mean it. Her anger had fizzled the second he closed the door. Seeing him tonight and hearing his voice again shook her to the core. 

			“What if he was right? If I don’t drink from the Grail, I’m dooming Drake to pain and torment. He’d have to watch me grow old and die, without the hope of ever being reunited.” Her voice fell to a whisper. “I am selfish.”

			“No.” Bob set the platter of shrimp aside and took both of her hands in his, forcing her to focus on him. “Those weren’t your pappy’s words, lass. It was your sister talking, putting words in his mouth. I had never seen Drake grin, or heard him laugh, since the original Sea Dog sank. You gave him that. You reminded him what living is all about.” A gentle smile curved on his lips. “Love is the most unselfish gift you could give.”

			“If I back off now, he could find someone else. Maybe he’d find someone more willing to take a drink.”

			“Now is that really what you want?” One-Eyed Bob shook his head slowly with a knowing wink.

			Heather laughed as a tear broke free from her lashes. “No. But if I loved him, I would want him to find happiness, not cause him pain. Walking away is the only way to give him a chance at that.”

			… 

			Drake entered the galley of the ship and stopped as he heard Heather’s words. Pain lanced through his heart, draining the hope she’d ignited and leaving behind anger and bitterness. 

			These were emotions he understood. 

			“Really?” He stepped forward, interrupting Heather and the cook. “How noble did it feel when Bale walked out on you?” 

			Heather gasped and spun around on the stool. “How long have you been there?”

			“Long enough.” Seeing her look up at him with regret in her eyes only stoked the fire in his chest. She didn’t regret her choice, only that he overheard her decision. “Was I going to have any say in this plan of yours? I respected your wishes about not taking a drink from that cup. That doesn’t change how I feel about you. Do you doubt I understand what it means for us if you choose not to drink? I’ve known death, Heather.” He sighed and glanced at Bob. “Can we get a minute?”

			One-Eyed Bob nodded and carried the trays of food out to the open deck, leaving them in silence. 

			“The last thing I want is to hurt you.” Heather got to her feet, standing in front of him. “My father’s spirit came to me tonight, and not everything he said was a lie. Everyone who cares about me always ends up miserable. That’s why I live alone in that big house and my only friend was online. You deserve a partner forever, Drake. I want that for you.”

			“That’s utter bullshit.” He understood now. This was from the attack. His tone softened. “She made the ghosts tell you that, love.” 

			Her eyes had been haunted after the figurehead’s spell. His experiences had left him unable to sleep and jumping at every shadow. How much worse would it have been for a woman with her psychic abilities?

			“Actually, I’ve been struggling with this all day, not just because of the ghosts.” She searched his eyes, and he fought to keep his expression stoic as she carved his beating heart from his chest with her words. “After we find the figurehead, I think we should…stop seeing each other.”

			His entire body tensed. He bottled up the emotions. He’d be alone again. This was familiar territory. He’d been stupid to let her in. He knew better.

			Drake whispered, “I don’t need you or anyone else to protect me from facing forever. I know damned well how to go on living. I’ll honor your decision if it makes you happy. That’s all I’ve ever wished for you. But know this…this is not what I want.”

			She studied his face, her eyes shining with tears that made him ache to comfort her. There was no way in hell he was going to reassure her. This decision would be the end of him, if death were a possibility anymore.

			“I’m so sorry.” Heather took a step back, putting more space between them as she wiped her nose. “When my sister called earlier, it was to arrange a trade. Ashley has David. You and I need to go to her house tomorrow morning, or she’ll kill him.”

			“No.” Drake answered instinctively. He pulled his hair back from his forehead, part of him grateful to be able to focus on a new problem. Anything to distract him from the pain of losing her. “Agent Bale is immortal like us. She’ll figure that out soon enough.”

			“If she found his satchel of healing herbs, then he’s every bit as mortal as I am.” Her eyes pleaded with him, twisting his already wounded heart. “I know I have no right to ask this of you, but if he dies and I could have saved him, I won’t be able to live with myself.”

			“So you’ll let her have you instead.” He took her hand, his thumb stroking her knuckles before he could stop himself. Soothing her was like breathing. “There’s got to be another way. Bale has probably already called reinforcements.”

			“If she used that figurehead against him, I can promise you, there’s no way he called the office. Even David has limits to his self-control.”

			Drake ignored the spike of jealousy that pinged at her intimate knowledge about the government agent. “Fine. But we’re not going in there alone.” 

			Drake’s fingers slid free from hers as he paced the galley. There must be a way to contact Department 13. Maybe the government had some supernatural gadgets, or a spell, or something to shield them from Ashley’s magic. Then it hit him.

			“Char.” He reached for Heather’s hand but stopped himself. He cleared his throat. “Come on. We need to talk to Keegan. Char’s father works for Department 13. She must have his phone number.”

			On the open deck, Keegan gripped the pegs on the wheel until his knuckles were white with effort. No sign of his usual swagger. He nodded to Drake. “What’s up, mate?”

			Drake glanced at Heather, then answered Keegan. “Heather’s sister has Agent Bale. She wants us in trade.”

			Keegan smirked. “Suicide mission.”

			“Maybe not if we can contact his agents for backup.” Drake paused a moment before adding, “I need the number for Char’s father.”

			Agent Bale and Department 13 had Char on a list of citizens with potentially dangerous psychic abilities. Char’s father worked for them, so Keegan didn’t trust him. Keegan did his best to shield her and keep her off their radar.

			Keegan’s gaze cut over to Drake. “I don’t want Char getting tangled in this mess.”

			“And she won’t.” Drake gripped Keegan’s shoulder. “I swear this won’t touch her.”

			A muscle tensed in Keegan’s cheek, but he took out his cell and fired off a text. A few seconds later, with his eyes still on the horizon, he handed over his phone when it pinged. Drake entered the number for Kingsley Pratt into his cell.

			“Thanks, Keegan.” He turned to Heather. “I’ll make the call. You might as well eat before One-Eyed Bob’s food gets cold.”

			She nodded with a halfhearted smile and crossed to the railing of the ship. Her silver hair blew in the wind, almost glowing in the moonlight. Gods, she had an ethereal beauty he couldn’t put into words. Like an angel. His angel.

			Not his anymore. 

			He clenched his fist. Whether she wanted him in her life or not, there was no way he’d allow her sister to harm her. Maybe Department 13 would be able to rescue Bale on their own tonight, and if that didn’t work, Miss Bianca’s special healing root would be his final card to play. 

			This game would be much less treacherous if they could play it out on Heather’s computer. Or better yet, if he could lock Heather away in a secret room, far from Savannah.

			As long as Ashley had that figurehead and their grandmother’s ring, she could attack Heather anywhere. There was nowhere to hide. And tonight’s demonstration proved Ashley could take on multiple targets at once. She had an untold number of spirits at her fingertips.

			He pressed the number for Kingsley Pratt while keeping watch over Heather’s every move, memorizing every curve of her face, and loathing the wall being constructed between them. 

			How could he walk away now? How could she ask him to?

			He ground his teeth. Fuck this plan. She was worth fighting for.

			And Drake had plenty of fight left in him.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			David opened his eyes and winced at the overhead light. Too bright. What happened? How long had he been out? He scanned the windowless room. Block walls, a table, and stacks of boxes. He must be in a basement. He struggled to piece together his last conscious memories. Ashley. Shit. He needed to get out of here. Rolling onto his side, he flexed his hands behind his back, attempting to twist his bound wrists. Duct tape. His gaze wandered down his body. His knees and ankles were also wrapped in the silver tape. He wouldn’t get far if he had to hop. His head throbbed. At least the screeching had gone silent. He could think again.

			If he could get his hands free, he could call his team. No telling if there would be a cell signal down here, but it was a start. He wrenched his arms, fighting to stretch the binding while he struggled to form a plan. He couldn’t reach his gun or his healing herbs. Hell, for all he knew, she’d already taken them from him. The Trinity Stone was out of reach now, too. 

			He closed his eyes and took a breath, commanding the panic to subside. Clear heads lived to fight another day. He ran through his options. Without being able to use his weapons or herbs, that left magic as his last resort. Most of the defensive spells in his wheelhouse required the use of his hands to make the corresponding symbols before the energy would flow.

			A door opened, and his eyes did the same. 

			Footsteps padded down the stairs, and then Ashley came into view. “Comfy?”

			He shrugged, still wiggling his hands behind his back. It would take hours to work the adhesive free, but he had to keep trying. “Hardly. That’s not really why you’re here anyway, is it?”

			“True.” She inspected her fingernails. “My sister will be here in the morning, trading herself for you.”

			“I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” David narrowed his eyes. “I broke her heart, remember? She’s seeing someone else now. I’m nothing more than an occasional client these days.”

			“Bullshit.” She focused on him again, coming a couple of steps closer. “You don’t know my sister very well. It wouldn’t matter if you were her garbage man or the annoying kid across the street. She’ll come because she can’t stop herself. If someone is in danger, and she can help, she does. I always warned her it would get her killed someday.”

			“Why kill her?” David shook his head, playing to her ego. “I saw what you can do. You don’t need Heather. You’re more powerful than she’ll ever be.”

			“You don’t understand.” Ashley withdrew a pen from her pants pocket. His pen. Brandishing it like a wand, she pointed at his chest. “I made a deal with Davy Jones years ago in order to gain the figurehead’s power, but it comes with a price.”

			David frowned. “From what I saw, it looked like you are the figurehead.”

			“For now. My time is running out, though. Time to pay the piper. He’s calling me back to the Flying Dutchman.”

			“Wait.” David shifted against the ground, searching for something to rub his wrists against. “You didn’t steal the figurehead from the Serpent Society?”

			She rolled her eyes and dropped his pen onto his lap. “Those fanatics are just pissed about Pandora’s Box being a fake.” She waggled her fingers, the light flashing on the serpent ring around her finger. “And I guess they want this jewelry back, too. They’re not my problem right now.”

			If he could get his pen, he could hit the GPS signal on the pocket clip. Too bad his hands were still bound. Unless he could bend like a contortionist and reach it with his teeth without Ashley noticing, he was screwed.

			“If you didn’t take the figurehead from the monks, how did you…bond with it?”

			She pulled her cell phone from her pocket and checked the time. “I didn’t come down here to monologue my plans. I just wanted to be sure you hadn’t lost your mind from the attack. No doubt Heather will need proof you’re alive before she gives me what I want.”

			His gut twisted. He didn’t see a way to escape this basement. Somehow, he still had to try to save Heather. “Don’t hurt her. Through all this, she still loves you.”

			“I know. Isn’t that crazy? Apparently when we shared my mother’s womb, she got all the light and I got all the darkness, but that’s about to change.” A wicked smile curved on her lips. “Once she’s out of my life, I can be the woman I was meant to be. I can finally stop being compared to my sister.”

			“You don’t have to kill her. You could move away.”

			She turned for the stairs, placing her hand on the rail. “Oh, I’m not going to kill her. I’m going to give her immortality.” 

			… 

			Drake parked in front of Miss Bianca’s and got out of his truck. Yes, he was early. She’d told him to come back tomorrow night, but he couldn’t wait. In the morning they would be walking into Ashley’s house with no idea what the witch had planned, and Drake damned sure wasn’t going to show up at that house without a backup plan.

			He knocked on the door and waited as the seconds ticked by. The porch light came to life, and the door cracked open.

			Miss Bianca peered up at him through the tiny opening in the door. “You’ve got to be kidding me. I told you tomorrow night.”

			“Tomorrow will be too late.” He tried to keep the desperation out of his voice. “I need the spell tonight.”

			“It doesn’t work like that,” she said. “I can’t just toss some herbs into a bag and give you the ability to heal any wound and raise the dead. This takes time.”

			Drake cursed under his breath. “Please. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

			Miss Bianca searched his eyes. “Fine.” She sighed and released the security chain on her door. “We’ll try. I’m not making you any promises, though.”

			Her bare feet padded across the storefront and through the back door into a modest living space. She wore a black bonnet over her hair, black sweat pants, and a purple T-shirt. Pajamas. Shit, he hadn’t even checked the time. 

			“Sorry if I woke you.”

			She slid her feet into a pair of leather flip-flops and glanced up at him. “You don’t have a clue what time it is, do you?”

			He shook his head. “It wouldn’t matter. If I don’t have that spell by tomorrow morning…” There weren’t words big enough for how much it was going to hurt if Heather died. She’d broken his heart tonight, but she was still alive and safe. That’s all that mattered.

			Miss Bianca took off her bonnet as she crossed the room into a cramped kitchen space. She returned with a flashlight and handed it to Drake as she passed by to open a closet. “How much do you know about Loas?”

			“Not much. They’re vodun gods.”

			She hooked a large black tote over her shoulder, catching his eye before heading back into the kitchen. “I work with Met Agwe. He’s the patron Loa of the oceans. He flows through the rivers in Savannah out to the sea.” She took some chicken out of a plastic container and put it into the microwave. “We offer him a hot meal and we wait. No guarantees he’ll join us.”

			Drake nodded. “All right.”

			“If this is going to work, there are rules.”

			“I understand.”

			“First rule—” The microwave beeped and she turned. Steam rose from the chicken as she slid it out and lowered the container into a brown paper bag. “I’ll be meditating, so you’ll be quiet.”

			“Aye.” 

			“And rule number two…” She glanced at the flashlight in his hand. “You’re going to keep watch for gators. There’s a reason I don’t usually do this work at night.” She shook her head. “Last thing. Met Agwe might not power this spell for you, at least not at a price you can afford.”

			“I told you I’d die for her.” In spite of his broken heart, every word he’d spoken was true. If it were possible for him to lay down his life in order to save Heather, he would. He loved her. Fucking perfect time to realize it. They were about to walk into a lion’s den, and even if they lived, Heather never wanted to see him again. He clenched his jaw. “Nothing’s changed.”

			“For your sake, I hope it doesn’t come to that.” Miss Bianca grabbed a few herbs, two well-used candles, one black and one white, and tucked them into a tote bag. Her dark eyes met his. “Let’s go.”

			The moon cast an eerie light on the path as they made their way through the moss-covered trees toward the Savannah River. The ground squished under his boots as the marsh thickened. Miss Bianca’s pace never slowed. She seemed to know the way even when he couldn’t keep the flashlight beam ahead of her.

			When they got to the water’s edge, she reached into her tote, took out a piece of folded black plastic, and laid it out on the soggy soil. She knelt on the plastic and quickly placed the candles, herbs, and a few crystals in a pattern that resembled a makeshift altar. She slid the chicken out of the bag and removed the plastic lid, holding the food toward the water.

			“Met Agwe, I bring you an offering, and a request.” She placed the chicken in front of the candles and her voice dropped to a whisper as she chanted praises to her Loa. 

			Drake slowly moved the flashlight beam across the water, watching for any sign of movement. Alligators were silent hunters, and no doubt the chicken would attract them. He had no idea how long Miss Bianca would meditate, but he hoped this part of the ritual would be over soon. One gator could be dealt with. If a group showed up, he would need to grab her and haul ass to safer ground.

			Bianca stood up so fast, Drake flinched. Her eyes were wide as she stared up at him and poked his chest with her finger. “What are you?”

			Drake raised a brow. “A carpenter. Why?”

			She shook her head. “I’m working strong magic for you. I can’t do it if you lie.”

			He frowned. “I’m not lying.”

			“Met Agwe named his price. He wants your…immortality.” She tilted her head. “Does this make sense to you?”

			Drake pulled his hair back from his forehead, puzzled. “How is that even possible?” 

			Her jaw dropped slightly. “So you are immortal?”

			“Aye.” Drake rubbed his hand down his face, unsure where to start. He couldn’t give the Loa the Holy Grail, hell, he wasn’t even sure that was what the spirit wanted. As he understood it, Loas were already immortal beings. Why would he want the Grail? “I don’t know how to give him what he asks for.”

			Bianca dropped her hand and took a step back, her eyes narrowing. “What kind of creature are you?”

			“I’m no creature.” He’d never told another soul besides Heather about his crew’s secret, but if he wanted the magic to protect Heather from her sister, he was going to need Miss Bianca’s help. “I’m a pirate. I have been for over two hundred years. We plundered the Holy Grail in 1795. I took a swallow and I haven’t aged a day since.”

			She digested the information, sizing him up. He expected disbelief or accusations about his story. That didn’t happen. Without another word, she dropped onto her knees on the mat, all business again.

			Her attention was focused forward on the marsh’s murky waters, but the command was definitely for him. “Are you willing to pay his price?”

			“I can’t give him the cup.”

			“He doesn’t want a trinket. There is power in a never-ending life. It’s that magic he desires.” She glanced up at him and asked again. “Will you agree to his price?”

			“Yes,” he answered without hesitation. “I—”

			Drake choked on the rest of his words, and the flashlight fell from his hand. Agony surged through his entire body like a violent wave. Drake dropped to his knees, his mouth open but unable to scream. His muscles atrophied, his bones ached, and his head throbbed. The pain crawled out onto his skin, like being stung by a thousand mosquitoes all at once, itching and burning. Tears streamed from the corners of his eyes as he struggled to steady himself on his hands and knees. Another painful wave hit and had him sliding on the muddy ground as he twisted against the onslaught. His vision wavered, blackness encroaching. The world spun, faster and faster, until he vomited. He coughed and gagged until there was nothing left, and rolled onto his side. 

			And then it stopped. 

			He blinked, staring at the glowing bile on the ground. What the hell just happened?

			Miss Bianca reached into the brown bag that she’d brought the chicken in and withdrew a ziplock bag. Without flinching or hesitating, she scooped up the fluorescent vomit and closed the baggie. Her gaze lifted to his face.

			“You’ll have your root. It will heal any wound, even bring someone back from the other side.” She searched his face. “You won’t be able to use it on yourself, so whatever you’re messed up in tomorrow, don’t get killed.”

			Drake got to his feet, opening and closing his hands. He didn’t feel any different, but then he hadn’t when he drank from the cup, either. Mortal. Death was on the table again. He pondered the thought, half expecting regret. All he sensed right now was relief. He could bring Heather to her sister in the morning, and if the witch killed her, he could bring her back without a sip from the cup. This was a higher price than he expected to pay, but it was too late to take it back. Besides, he hadn’t been lying when he said he’d die for her. Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that.

			He reached for the fallen flashlight, and Miss Bianca caught his arm.

			“One more thing. If you drink from the Grail again, you’ll die. Your soul has been marked by Met Agwe. I could have warned you about this if you had been honest about your immortality before the deal had begun.”

			“Just give me the magic to save her. That’s all I care about.”

			She blew out the candles and collected her baubles, leaving only the chicken behind. “Let’s go.”

			Once they were back in her shop, Miss Bianca rushed around her apothecary table, grinding herbs and mixing them with drops of his vomit. The resulting concoction had the texture of thick dough. She mashed it flat, dusting it with something chalky before rolling it into a six-inch-long cylinder. Sweat beaded on her forehead as she stuffed the roll into a cotton satchel. She pulled the drawstrings tight and sealed it further with candle wax.

			Resting her hands on the table on either side of the magical root, she sighed. “In order for the magic to work, you will need to open the pouch, break off a piece of the root and place it in her mouth.”

			“Is there a time limit?”

			“I don’t know.” She lifted her head and straightened up. “I’ve never made a spell like this before. I can tell you every minute a soul spends on the other side makes it more difficult to pull them back.”

			She handed him the satchel. “How do you feel?”

			He weighed the small bag in his hand before tucking it into his jacket pocket. “Hopeful.”

			“Really?” She chuckled. “I would think giving up immortality would upset most people.”

			“I never asked for it anyway.” He met her eyes. “This is the lifetime I care about.”

			She unlocked the front door for him. “Good luck, pirate.”

			“Thank you.” He shook her hand. “If you ever need anything, I’ll be there for you.”

			“I may call in that favor someday.” Her lips curved and a spark lit her eyes, reminding him again of their first meeting. She seemed too young to carry so much old wisdom. “And I’m expecting eighty gold pieces, too.”

			He nodded. “I have your fee in the truck.” 

			After he paid Miss Bianca, he drove back to Savannah, praying he’d never have to use the spell. To any gods who might be listening, please help me keep Heather safe in the morning. 

			Also, he’d have to be careful and keep himself alive during the encounter. Cuts and bullet holes wouldn’t heal by themselves. He wasn’t immortal anymore.

			If he wanted another chance with Heather, he’d need to remember that. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Heather woke up and showered, doing her best to pretend she wasn’t about to face off with her twin sister who was threatening to commit murder if her demands weren’t met. Her own flesh and blood. Heather desperately wanted to wake up and discover this was all a twisted nightmare. Her life was intent on spiraling into a dangerous paranormal soap opera. 

			And to add to the drama, she’d be going into this snake pit with Drake, the man she loved enough to let go.

			The drive home last night had been silent. He had every right to be angry, and she welcomed it. It would make it easier to go their separate ways. Someday he would understand. He’d find someone who could sail with him in broad daylight, and she’d be willing to take that drink and live forever with him. 

			God, just the thought of Drake smiling at another woman, imagining his hands caressing someone else’s body, curdled her stomach. 

			This was for the best. 

			Too bad knowing that didn’t ease the ache in her heart or fill the empty spot in her soul. Maybe nothing would. She rolled her eyes and leaned back to rinse the conditioner from her hair. What did that even mean, to love someone enough to let them go? It sounded noble in books. It hurt to see it play out in real life. Lying about how she truly felt was like stabbing her own heart each time. She loved him, but she couldn’t tell him. Not if she wanted to let go. Drake wouldn’t believe her even if she said the words out loud. Not now. 

			Besides, love wouldn’t be enough as the decades passed and she grew feeble and left him behind. It would be agony for Drake, and if she ended the relationship now, she could spare him that. 

			Or would it be sparing her? There was a comfort in the thought of growing old together. What if one of them stayed young and gorgeous? Suddenly aging was cruel. How much would it hurt to watch his desire for her fade along with her looks?

			Heather got out of the shower and yanked the towel free from the rod. Her decision seemed less noble and more cowardly by the second. Truth of the matter was, she had no idea if she would even live through the day.

			Maybe it really was better this way. If Ashley did kill her, Drake could still be angry with her. The anger might keep him from sinking into the abyss of grief he’d been living in when she met him.

			She brushed her teeth and got dressed, then quickly French-braided her long silver hair. Playing out all these scenarios in her head wasn’t helping. Time to focus and live in the present moment. 

			If she made it through today, then she could worry about tomorrow.

			The doorbell rang as she came down the stairs. Her heart jumped in anticipation of seeing Drake before she could stop herself. 

			He didn’t smile when she opened the door. “Are you ready?”

			Her gaze slid up and down his frame. Something was different, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. “Are you all right?”

			“Didn’t get much sleep last night.” He glanced behind her. “Mind if I come in for a minute?”

			She frowned, stepping back from the door. “I thought we needed to get over to Ashley’s.”

			“We do.” He took a chair at the dining room table. “First we need to talk. Agent Bale’s team is already staking out Ashley’s house.”

			“No!” Heather gasped, shaking her head. “My sister will know. She’ll kill him.”

			“Department 13 has some powerful magic workers. They won’t be seen until they want to be, and they’re not close enough to trip any of her magical wards around the property. The plan is simple. Once you and I are inside, we find Bale, and I’ll press this.” He fished a small black disc no bigger than a shirt button from his pocket. “That’ll be their cue to move in.”

			She nodded, all her attention on his face. His eyes were swollen and red, and the healthy bronze tan of his skin appeared…faded? “Are you sure you’re okay? You look…sick. Can you get sick?”

			“I can’t. Immortal, remember? I’m fine.” He stood up, avoiding her gaze. “We better get moving.”

			He went outside to his truck while she locked her house. She peered up at the empty windows of the home that had been in her family for generations, unsure if she’d ever see them again. She closed her eyes and pressed her forehead to the cool surface of the wood door.

			Please be with me today, Grandma. Help me make good choices.

			Her body flushed with the warmth of unconditional love, reminding her that she was never truly alone. She lifted her head, turned around, and jogged down the stairs to his truck. 

			When she got inside, Drake gripped the steering wheel tighter. “I don’t want to leave anything unsaid.” He met her eyes. “So whatever happens today, I’ll keep you safe, and tomorrow, I hope you’ll reconsider the future, because I don’t want one without you in it.”

			Heat pooled low in her belly, and that song her mother had tucked away in the cedar chest in the attic whispered through her mind. I remember you. She did remember him. Lifetimes ago, she’d loved him, and their souls found each other again. Who was she to say they wouldn’t manage it in future lifetimes?

			She placed her hand on his and squeezed. “I’ll watch your back, too, and tomorrow we’ll talk about the future.”

			Drake squeezed her hand back and then let go to start the truck. “I’m the immortal one. You just keep yourself out of harm’s way.”

			She fastened her seatbelt, wishing a trip to her twin sister’s house was a happy occasion instead of a threat to their lives. She wanted to make things right with Drake, but there wasn’t time now. 

			First, she’d have to live through today. 

			… 

			Drake kept his focus on the road while Heather directed him through the turns leading to her sister’s place. As they got closer, he mentally worked his way down the checklist of his weapons. His gun was holstered onto his calf, his hammer hung from his belt, and the magic button from Department 13 was safely in his pocket along with the root from Miss Bianca. 

			After his visit with the root doctor last night, he’d met with Agent Henderson from Bale’s team. She’d gone over their plan for extracting Bale, and her second team would go after Ashley and the figurehead. Drake’s only mission was to keep Heather safe while they found Agent Bale.

			Damn it, he was fucking dragging.

			He’d had many sleepless nights since the Sea Dog sank. This bone-weariness was different. New. Was this mortality? He couldn’t be sure. It’d been lifetimes ago. He’d forgotten what it was like. His reflexes were slow, and he needed to be his most alert today.

			At least he had a backup plan. He patted the magic satchel in his pocket. One way or the other, Heather would live to see tomorrow.

			Would he?

			Fuck. He’d left one thing unsaid earlier. He hadn’t told her that she was the love of his life. This life and all the others. She’d brought light back into his world and he’d be damned if he was going to fade away again. He didn’t want another minute without her in it.

			She didn’t want that. So he’d kept that truth tucked in his heart. More than anything, he wanted her to be happy and safe. Today he’d see to the latter.

			He ground his teeth, willing his muscles out of lethargy as he opened the truck’s door. “Let’s get this over with.”

			Heather nodded, following his lead. 

			Ashley met them at the front door, propping herself up on a cane. Apparently her magic couldn’t heal the damage his hammer had delivered to her knee. Good to know.

			She scanned the area for anyone else and finally ushered them into her home. “Come inside.”

			Drake caught Heather’s hand in his. If Ashley thought she was going to separate them, she’d better think again. Ashley locked the door and pointed at the dining room table. “Sit.”

			“I’d rather stand.” Drake glanced around the room. “We’re here. Let Bale go.”

			Ashley smirked and withdrew a Taser from her jacket pocket. “I make the rules. Now, sit.”

			Heather obeyed, her eyes on her twin. “We came alone, Ash. David has nothing to do with this now.”

			Drake took the chair beside Heather, his heart pumping hard and fast with adrenaline. 

			Ashley lumbered across the room, Taser at the ready, and grabbed Heather’s arm, yanking her up from the chair. Drake lunged forward and suddenly had no control over his muscles as electricity shot through his body, paralyzing him.

			He sank back into the chair as the jolt faded. His already exhausted body resisted his efforts to regain control of his limbs. He had to do something. His hands trembled on the tabletop. His arms might as well have been tree trunks. He couldn’t lift them.

			Heather screamed as Ashley picked up a carving knife from the table. Drake struggled to catch Ashley’s wrist, but it was useless. He was too slow.

			Ashley glared at him as she raised the knife. “My ghosts told me you can’t be killed. This should slow you down, though.”

			She swung the knife straight down, right through Drake’s right hand and into the oak dining table, pinning him in place. The sharp pain cut through the fog and disorientation of the electrical charge.

			They hadn’t found Bale yet, but he didn’t give a shit at the moment. They needed backup. Now. With his free hand, he slid his shaky fingers into his pocket, pressing the button from Department 13. All he could do now was pray they got here fast.

			Ashley started to pull Heather toward the door, and Heather slammed her shoulder into Ashley’s chest, knocking her off-balance. Heather spun around and managed three steps toward Drake before the end of Ashley’s cane struck the back of her head. Heather collapsed onto the carpet.

			“Leave her alone!” he shouted.

			Ashley’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t worry, pirate. I’m not going to kill her. In fact, I need her alive for this to work.”

			She whispered something under her breath and suddenly they were both gone. His ears popped.

			“Fuck!” Drake grunted as he pulled the knife free and dropped it on the table. The blur spell would’ve bought Ashley time, but how much?

			He ducked into the kitchen, wrapping a towel around his bleeding hand on his way to the garage. Behind him the front door burst open.

			“Put down your weapons.”

			“You’re too fucking late!” Drake yelled from the empty garage. “She took her.” He rushed out, shoving the agents aside to see the driveway. His truck was the only vehicle. “Damn it!” 

			“Where’s Agent Bale?” 

			He almost didn’t recognize Agent Henderson in her riot gear. “Hell if I know. He’s here someplace. I’m going after Heather. When you find Bale, ask him if Ashley told him anything. I’ll check Heather’s house.”

			His hand throbbed, but he managed to get inside his truck and start it. Since drinking from the cup he’d been injured a few times, and the pain, while intense, always vanished rapidly as his body healed. This wasn’t getting any better. He glared at his hand and tightened the knot on the towel. There wasn’t time to inspect the wound.

			Right now, finding Heather was all that mattered.

			… 

			The basement door exploded inward, shooting splinters of wood down the stairs. David breathed a sigh of relief when he saw Agent Henderson descending the stairs. She lowered her weapon and rushed to slice the duct tape off of his ankles and knees.

			“How’d you find me?” He grunted.

			“The pirate. He contacted King and we gave him a GPS tracker.”

			David turned so she could cut his wrists free. His shoulders ached, but having his hands in front of him again was a relief. “Where’s Drake now? Is Heather safe?”

			Agent Henderson straightened to her full height. “Ashley took her sister. He’s trying to find them.”

			“Damn it. Call the Port Authority and have them close all the docks along the Savannah River.” David grabbed his pen, slipped it into his jacket pocket, and pulled out his cell phone to call Drake.

			He skimmed the numbers, his heart sinking. He didn’t have the pirate’s number. He pressed Kingsley’s number and waited.

			“Yes?”

			“Hey, King. I need Drake’s number. He called the office, right? Do you have the caller ID?”

			“Of course.” After a few keyboard clicks, he texted the number to David’s cell phone. “See you soon, Agent Bale.”

			David paced the basement floor, listening to the pirate’s phone ring. “Pick up. Pick up. Damn it!”

			Drake answered. “Bale, where’s she taking Heather?”

			“It’s not that simple.” David froze in place, meeting Agent Henderson’s gaze. “Ashley is the figurehead.”

			“What the fuck does that mean?”

			David brought his free hand up to rub the back of his neck. “She claimed she made a deal with Davy Jones, and he’s calling in his marker.”

			Drake was so quiet David started to think the call dropped. When he finally spoke, his voice was a feral hiss.

			“She wants to send Heather down to the depths in her place.” He cursed under his breath. “Over my dead fucking body.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			Heather woke up in the bow of a boat, squinting as the bright sun assaulted her face. Her lips burned, already beginning to crack as she wet them. Where was she? The harsh wind and the spray of saltwater as the boat rocked gave her part of the answer. 

			Ashley sat at the other end of the small vessel, her hand gripping the handle of the outboard motor as they flew over the whitecaps. “Welcome back, sis. Sorry I didn’t have time to grab your hat.”

			Where was Drake? The last thing she remembered was seeing him pinned to the table with a knife. No doubt he was free now. Ashley’s magic probably gave them a head start.

			She struggled to sit up. Her arms were bound behind her with what felt like duct tape. Adrenaline laced her bloodstream with almost as much force as the wind whipping her hair around her face.

			“Why are we out here, Ash?” Heather shouted over the roar of the engine.

			Ashley choked the outboard motor, slowing the boat. “For whatever it’s worth, I tried everything I could think of to avoid this.”

			“Avoid what?”

			Ashley checked the horizon and then the depth-finder radar. “I think this is close enough.” 

			“We’re in the middle of nowhere.” Water surrounded them for miles on every side. No sign of land. Even if her hands weren’t tied behind her back, Heather wouldn’t know which way to swim if she escaped.

			“No, we’re not.” She lifted her head, meeting Heather’s eyes. “We’re right where I died.”

			Heather blinked, sure she misheard. “Where you what?”

			“The fishing trip with Dad, remember? I fell overboard that day and hit my head on the way. If I’d been wearing the life vest, maybe things would’ve been different.” Ashley clasped her hands together in her lap. “In a few minutes, none of this will matter, so you might as well know the truth. That was the day I made a deal with Davy Jones.”

			That was also the day her relationship with her twin fractured. Ashley had never been the same after their father died. Heather had always chalked it up to grief or jealousy, but she’d been wrong. Maybe it had to do with making a deal with a demon of the sea.

			“You were only fifteen.” Heather had never wanted to rub her temples more in her whole life. “You’re telling me you’ve had the figurehead hidden for fifteen years without any of us finding out?”

			“Not exactly.” She tucked her dark hair behind her ear. “He bonded us. I’m one with it.”

			Heather shook her head. “How is that possible?”

			“The Flying Dutchman is real, sis. It’s a massive ship that requires thousands of souls to power it. When I realized where I was, Dad had already jumped into the water, splashing around, searching for me. I was too young to die, so I made a deal.”

			A sick pit formed in Heather’s stomach. “You traded our father’s life to save your own?”

			“I was only fifteen. Dad was nearing retirement anyway. I needed more time.”

			“You doomed his soul to be trapped on that ship! That’s why I never hear his voice.” Heather ached to shake her twin. Rage roared through her entire body. Ashley killed their father. Everything everyone had been saying about her sister was true. Heather twisted her hands behind her back. The tight adhesive burned her skin. She hardly noticed. “So am I next? Will my soul buy you more time?”

			“I know you won’t believe me, but I did try to keep you out of this.” Ashley spoke as she removed her jacket and tied it around her waist. “That night in the Bonaventure Cemetery when I saw you with Drake, I thought maybe I could give Davy Jones a big strong man in my place. It would just be a perk that it would leave you brokenhearted. How could I have known his soul wasn’t up for grabs? Leave it to you to fall in love with an immortal guy.” She tucked her hair behind her ear, meeting Heather’s eyes. “Then I formed an entire coven of witches searching for someone strong enough to take the figurehead from me. None of them were a match, either. Then I figured it out. You’re my twin. You’re the only one who can take it back to the Flying Dutchman in my place.”

			Keep her talking, angel.

			It was her grandmother’s voice, followed by Ella Fitzgerald crooning “I Remember You.” Drake. He must be coming for her. She needed to buy some more time.

			“If you were trying to keep me out of this, why pretend to be my friend? Why did you make up Queenie?”

			“It was a joke at first. I warned you about playing those online games, and I had planned to gain your trust and hack your computer just to show you how easy it is. But”—she shrugged, tightening the knot in the jacket around her waist—“I didn’t expect to enjoy being your friend.” Her gaze locked on Heather’s. “It’s been a long time since you and I were on the same team.”

			A familiar pang tugged at Heather’s heart. She loved Ashley. She always had. For years she’d wanted nothing more than her sister’s friendship. 

			This wasn’t it. This was manipulation. 

			Heather shook her head slowly, forcing rational thought to rein in her emotions. “I’ve been defending you for weeks. Even when others told me what you’d done, I believed in you. I’m through, Ash. You’ve been hurting people I care about, and you brought me out here to dump me in the ocean. We haven’t been on the ‘same team’ since we were kids.” Her eyes blurred with tears, but her voice was steady. “I was stupid to believe my sister was still inside you. She died the day you sacrificed our father to Davy Jones.”

			Ashley stiffened. “Believe whatever you want. I don’t regret being Queenie.”

			“If that were true, I wouldn’t be sitting in this boat, burning in the sun, with my arms taped behind my back.” Heather kept wringing her hands; her sweat was weakening the adhesive, but not fast enough. “Queenie was my only friend.”

			Ashley rolled her eyes. “That’s bullshit. I was there, remember? You told me about all the Sea Dog crew, and every day that passed you were online less and less. You took our friendship for granted the second Drake came into your life. You abandoned Queenie for these people you just met.” Ashley stood up and placed her hands on her hips. “It doesn’t matter anymore. Time for you to take the figurehead back to the Flying Dutchman.”

			Heather frowned, scanning the boat. Where was it? Other than the two of them and Ashley’s tote, there was nothing else in the boat. And a ship’s figurehead was huge. She focused on her sister again. “There’s nothing here, Ash.”

			Ashley’s lips curved into a tight smile, and darkness radiated from her stare. “You’re wrong.” Her eyes rolled back in her head, the whites glowing red as she opened her mouth. All the life drained from her skin, taking her coloring with it. Her features hardened until she resembled an ivory statue more than a woman.

			Her jaw dropped, her lips parting to make a perfect O shape, and the sound that assaulted Heather’s ears was far from human. A banshee wail. Heather shrieked as well, unable to cover her ears from the assault. The hands of doomed souls reached up through the surface of the Atlantic, swiping the air, reaching blindly for her. 

			Ghosts dragged themselves into the tiny boat, the cacophony of voices all at once deafening Heather’s senses, overwhelming her. In spite of the sun, her burning skin prickled with goose bumps as the dead gripped her arms, holding her steady while her sister’s aura glowed a deep crimson. The glow spread, reaching out from Ashley’s body.

			Ashley and the figurehead were one. Davy Jones had bonded them.

			Heather gasped when their father climbed aboard the boat, his murky eyes lined in sorrow. “I’ve missed you. Breathe in the power of the Dutchman’s figurehead and we’ll be together forever.”

			“Daddy?” Heather shrank back, struggling to silence the screams of thousands of lost souls. “She’s hurting me.”

			He came closer. “Stop fighting. It doesn’t have to hurt. Once the figurehead possesses your body, you’ll live forever with me.”

			She just wanted the shrieking to end. She closed her eyes, and music drowned out the pained screams. I remember you. Images of Drake filled her head both from this lifetime, and the previous with Lucy, and another, and another. Lifetimes. Before he was Drake, before she was Lucy, their souls always found each other. Again and again.

			He’d never find her at the bottom of the ocean. Davy Jones would end their legacy. 

			Heather clenched her teeth and opened her eyes. “No.”

			The ghost of her father took a step back. “She won’t stop.” 

			Something shone in the shadowy depths of his eyes that contradicted his words. Hope.

			“Neither will I.” Heather didn’t know how the figurehead took hold of her sister, but she wasn’t going to let it possess her without a fight. 

			… 

			Drake pulled up at his house and jumped out of the truck, jogging toward his dock on the river. Colton and Skye were already waiting by his MAKO 214 fishing boat. If his hunch was right, Skye could be the only way he could find Heather and Ashley in time.

			Bale said Ashley was somehow the figurehead, and she needed Heather alive, so it didn’t take a detective to connect the dots. Ashley must’ve found a way to transfer the figurehead’s curse to her twin. If she called on the spirits and dumped Heather into the ocean… Fuck, he couldn’t even think about it. The magic root in his pocket would be useless if Heather was at the bottom of the Atlantic.

			“I gassed the engine and we’ve got an extra can if we need it.” Colton held up the red plastic container and tipped his head toward his wife. “Skye’s got her crystal ball.”

			As the Sea Dog crew grew to include three females, they each added new skills to the crew. Char and Skye were both psychics with exceptional abilities, and Harmony had hacking skills Drake didn’t understand well enough to explain. Skye’s psychic gift was not only her intuition, but her second sight. Her visions sometimes offered a glimpse of the future, or as Drake was depending on, remote locations.

			“Let’s do this.” Drake unfastened the line from the dock and tossed the knot into the boat before climbing in. The engine roared to life, and he opened the throttle. The bow lifted as they gained speed, heading for the open ocean. 

			“I’m coming, love,” Drake whispered under his breath. “You stay alive for me.”

			Skye sat closer to the bow, her eyes closed. Apparently she’d be using her third eye for this rescue mission. Instead of trying to scream over the outboard motor, Skye pointed her changes in direction. Every tiny movement gave Drake hope. As long as Skye could sense her, Heather must still be alive.

			Colton stood beside Drake at the helm, watching the horizon. “Your hand is injured.”

			“Aye.” Drake nodded. “Ashley stabbed me before she kidnapped her sister.”

			“And you haven’t healed?” Colton turned to face him. “What’s going on, mate?”

			“I’m fine. I just need to find Heather.”

			“Bullshit. You’re not fine.” Colton’s eyes narrowed. “Your eyes are bloodshot. You’re pale, and you’re not healing. How is that possible?”

			Drake cut his gaze to his quartermaster. “Heather won’t drink from the cup. I needed a fallback plan in case I don’t get to her in time.”

			Colton’s brow furrowed. “What did you do?”

			Skye’s eyes snapped open as she stood straight up. “Slow down!”

			Drake eased back the throttle. The bow of the boat gradually lowered until it glided through the water. Searching the horizon, Drake frowned. “I don’t see them.”

			“We’re close.” Skye turned, looking out at the water. “We need to slow down. Something is…”

			Her words faded away as she covered her ears and screamed. Colton grunted, losing his footing. “The banshee… Can’t… Fuck.” The quartermaster dropped to his knees.

			Drake gunned the motor. If Colton and Skye could hear it, then Heather must be suffering right now, too. He instinctively brushed the knife handle at his belt. Ashley didn’t have an item from him, so for now, he was immune to her attack. She still had Heather’s ring and the Sea Dog’s flag. 

			Skye writhed on the floor of the boat, unable to guide him. Drake didn’t slow the boat. If he found Heather and Ashley, he could stop the attack. It was the only way to help Colton and Skye. He kept his gaze glued to the horizon, searching for any other vessels. His cell buzzed in his pocket, interfering with his internal panic.

			Bale’s name lit the screen. “Yeah?” Drake bellowed over the motor.

			“Where are you?”

			“Atlantic. Ashley’s got Heather out here someplace.”

			“Do you have GPS navigation on board?” 

			Drake glanced down at his console. “Aye.”

			“Good. Kingsley’s been searching the satellite images, and we may have found something. I’m texting you the coordinates now.”

			“All right.”

			“I’m waiting on a helicopter pilot. I’ll be right behind you.”

			“Aye.” Drake ended the call and clicked his messages. He slowed the boat long enough to enter the coordinates. The digital compass pointed him to the northwest. 

			She was less than five nautical miles away.

			“We’re close,” Drake said to Skye and Colton who were holding onto each other as they endured the banshee scream. 

			Drake pulled back the throttle and followed the coordinates. “Fight, love. I’m almost there.”

			… 

			Heather’s head throbbed. She ground her teeth, her vision clouded by the constant stream of tears as her father’s ghost encouraged her to throw herself overboard, telling her she deserved to die, and then in turn promising her they could be together forever. 

			Lies. It was all lies. She had to make it stop. 

			Drake’s nephew crawled into the boat, his dark-rimmed eyes full of fear. “Uncle Drake doesn’t love you,” Thomas said. “He left me to drown, just like he’s leaving you. We’re both going to die at the bottom of sea.”

			“I’m not dying today.” Heather grunted, wrenching one hand free from the duct tape.

			Her shoulders ached as she reached up to cover her ears. Nothing silenced the banshee’s wail. She lowered her hands, waiting to see if her sister noticed she was free.

			Ashley’s inhuman red eyes never blinked; her mouth in a perpetual O shape made her seem more statue than human. A figurehead.

			“Uncle Drake isn’t coming,” Thomas whispered. “He doesn’t know what love is.”

			“Not…true.” Heather shifted from her sitting position onto her knees, trying not to rock the boat. She had no idea what would wake her sister from her trance.

			“He’s abandoned you.” Her father hissed, mouth tight, forcing the words from his lips. “He never told you he loved you. You’re in so much pain. Just let go. Join me.” 

			Lies. All of it. Her father, Thomas, and countless other lost souls that her sister had called up shouted at her. The louder they grew, the more vividly she saw Drake’s smile. Memories of dancing with him in her attic flooded her mind. The way he’d stood by her, even after overhearing her tell One-Eyed Bob her decision to end their relationship, had everything to do with love; honest, unconditional love. He didn’t need to say the words. He proved his love. It was real.

			And damn it, she was going to live long enough to tell him she loved him, too.

			Heather scrambled forward, racing toward her sister. Ashley blinked, her mouth snapping shut as Heather knocked her back against the idling motor of the boat. 

			“You bitch!” Ashley shrieked, gripping Heather’s sore shoulders. “Why do you have to make this difficult?”

			“I’m not dying for you!” Heather slapped her sister’s face. 

			Time stopped for a moment as Ashley reached up to wipe a drop of blood from the corner of her mouth, her lips twisting into a cold smirk. “Just remember, I tried to make this painless for you.”

			Before Heather could reply, Ashley snatched a dagger from her bag and buried it in Heather’s abdomen. She stared at the handle as blood soaked through her shirt, the crimson circle slowly growing. Part of her mind rejected the pain blossoming through her torso, unable to comprehend what was happening. 

			Ashley hovered over her, her grip tight on Heather’s shoulders. “Give my regards to Dad and Davy Jones.” She dragged Heather to the edge of the boat, shoving her farther over the side toward the water. “You’ll make a beautiful figurehead.”

			The word snapped something in Heather’s mind and shattered the shock, replacing the disbelief with raw, pure rage. She struggled to push her sister away. Adrenaline raced through her weakened muscles, and one thought became her mantra. 

			I’m not dying today. Not today.

			She blocked the pain from her consciousness; survival was all that mattered. Ashley gripped her shoulders, shoving her over the side of the boat. Heather kicked her legs, hooking a foot under one of the seats. Anything to stay topside.

			“Get in the water!” Ashley screamed and pressed down with all her weight. Heather’s head dunked into the sea. No. She had to fight. I’m not dying today.

			In one desperate move, Heather grabbed the handle of the dagger in her stomach, jerked it free, and plunged it into the side of her sister’s neck. 

			Ashley’s eyes widened, her lips struggling to form words. Her body went limp, and Heather’s flash of strength faded. Ashley’s body weight fell onto Heather as the boat tilted.

			They both slid into the ocean.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Colton and Skye both sat up just as a skiff came into view. Drake kept his eye on the boat, gunning the engine. “Banshee’s gone silent?”

			Skye rubbed her forehead. “For now.”

			As they neared the boat, Drake’s pulse raced. It was empty. “No. Fuck. No.” He glanced at Colton. “Take the wheel.”

			He swapped places with his quartermaster, dread taking up residence in his gut. He was too fucking late. Drake yanked his shirt over his head and patted the pocket of his jeans. The root was still there. He took his gun from the holster and dropped it onto his shirt as Colton slowed the boat.

			Drake dove into the warm Atlantic, pushing his exhausted body to the limit. He was a strong swimmer, but he hadn’t been this tired in centuries. Blood stained the side of the small skiff, and his heart sank. He spun around in the water and spotted a crimson trail of blood. He took a deep breath and dove under the surface. A few feet down he caught the glint of silver hair. Heather. Using the last ounce of energy he had left, he shot through the water and caught her around the waist. 

			He struggled to bring them both back up, kicking his legs until they broke through the surface of the ocean. She coughed out water, her voice raspy as she yelped in pain. He loosened his grip and noticed the wound to her abdomen.

			“Shit. Hold on, love.”

			He moved in front of her and turned around, wrapping her arms around his neck. With her on his back, he swam toward Colton and Skye.

			“I love you,” she whispered as her grip on him slid free.

			Drake’s heartbeat pounded like a drum in his ears as he reached for her with one arm and the boat with the other. The muscles in his chest screamed in agony as he gripped the edge. 

			Colton caught his arm. “Bring her closer to the boat. I’ll lift her up.”

			He helped Colton with Heather, then attempted to pull himself up. His arms trembled with effort. Before he sank back into the water, Colton gripped his forearms. “On three, mate.”

			Drake counted, and he made it into the boat. Drake scrambled to Heather’s side. Blood still oozed from her abdomen, and he had no idea how much blood she’d already lost in the water.

			Skye offered some towels from the console. Drake didn’t take them, but instead he shoved a trembling hand into his pocket, feeling for the pouch from the root doctor. “Hang on, angel. Please. I can’t lose you.” She was still, too still, no longer breathing. He bent to kiss her cool lips, his chest clenching tight. “You brought me back into this world. Don’t leave me behind now.”

			He fumbled with the drawstring on the root from Miss Bianca. The wax seal snapped and he dug out a piece. Parting her blue-tinted, cracked lips, he placed the root on her tongue as a tear rolled down his cheek. He was too fucking late. 

			“Please, love, breathe.” He rested his forehead on hers. “I got here as soon as I could. Please don’t leave me, Heather. We’ve got so much living to do.” He stroked her soft cheek, choking on a sob. “I love you.” 

			Heather coughed, and the remainder of the root slipped from his fingers, landing on the bottom of the boat as he lifted Heather’s torso, his heart leaping out of his damned chest.

			Her eyes fluttered open. “I’m not…dying today.”

			“Not if I have anything to say about it.” He clutched her close to his chest as another tear rolled down his cheek. He lifted his head, shouting to Colton, “Heather needs a hospital.” 

			Colton pointed up at the sky. “Bale’s on his way with a helicopter.”

			A motor rumbled in the distance as Drake reached down to scoop up the soggy pouch and tucked it back into his pocket, not ready to let it go yet.

			The helicopter came into view and hovered over the boat. Bale lowered a stretcher, and Drake placed Heather inside, fastening the ties around her. Her face and hands were sunburned and already starting to blister, her lips still blue and cracked, but her chest rose and fell in slow breaths. Alive.

			That was all that mattered.

			Drake kissed her cheek. “I’ll meet you at the hospital, love.”

			When he stepped back, the crane on the helicopter lifted Heather toward the aircraft. Once she was inside, the copter shot forward toward Savannah.

			Drake sank into a seat, exhausted both mentally and physically. The salt water stung the wound in his hand. He barely registered the pain. Heather was alive. He peered up at Colton. “Can you pilot us back to my dock?”

			Colton nodded, concern lining his face. “When are you going to tell me what’s going on? Why hasn’t your hand healed?”

			Drake untied the towel, exposing the stab wound in his hand. “Looks like I’m going to grow old with you after all, mate.”

			“What?” Colton’s eyes widened. “How? You drank from the cup again when we found it. It couldn’t have worn off.”

			“I paid a root doctor for a spell and ended up trading my immortality to Met Agwe for the magic to bring someone back from the dead.” Drake rubbed the back of his neck with his good hand. “I wasn’t going to let Heather walk into Ashley’s house without a backup plan.”

			Colton shook his head. “Hefty price to pay.”

			“I’d do it all over again. I love that woman. I’m not going to let anything happen to her.” 

			Colton glanced at Skye. “I know that feeling.”

			Skye tried not to smile, crossing her arms. “Enough romantic gestures. Is there a first aid kit on this boat?”

			Drake nodded. “Inside the front console where you found the towels.”

			“Good. I’ll get your hand cleaned up.” She bumped her hip against Colton’s as she passed by. “You get us back to the dock so we can meet Heather at the hospital.”

			“Aye, captain.” Colton grinned, starting the engine.

			Seeing them together, a team, made Drake’s lonely existence pale. Being with Heather had given him a taste of that bond. Until her, he’d been fine on his own, but now…she’d shown him what it was like to have a partner, to know someone would miss him if he were gone. 

			Skye returned with iodine, gauze pads, and tape. All he wanted was for Colton to get them back to land. He needed to be with Heather, to be sure she was safe. 

			He took the supplies, glancing up at Skye as he cleaned the wound. “Tell me she’s going to be all right.”

			Skye nodded with a knowing smile. “She’s a tough lady.”

			“Aye.” He winced as the iodine burned his open skin. “I’ve got to get to her.”

			Colton glanced over his shoulder. “What about her sister?”

			“She must’ve stabbed Heather. I didn’t see her body in the water.” Drake shrugged. “I guess Davy Jones collected on their bargain.”

			“Hope so.” Colton shouted over the wind. “Land ho!”

			Drake wrapped his hand quickly and readied the line to tie the boat to the dock. Colton throttled back on the motor and guided the boat alongside the dock. Drake couldn’t wait any longer. He jumped across, taking the line with him. 

			“Little eager to get ashore?” Colton grinned.

			“Aye.” Drake looped the rope around the iron cleat on the dock. “I’ll meet you at the hospital,” he called over his shoulder as fast as his exhausted mortal body would allow.

			… 

			Heather woke to the beeping of a heart monitor. She turned her head and smiled at her snoozing visitor. Drake was slumped in a chair, sleeping beside her. How long had she been in the hospital? She peered underneath her hospital gown to find the hole in her abdomen had been replaced by a neat line of stitches.

			It was over. Relief and regret stewed in her heart. Ashley wouldn’t hurt anyone else, but their last moments together would haunt Heather forever. If there had been any other way to stop her twin, she would have taken it. In the end, Ashley left her with no choice. 

			Kill or be killed.

			She forced the dark thoughts away, focusing on Drake again. He’d come for her, just like she knew he would. She allowed her gaze to wander down from his face, to his shoulders, and down to his…bandaged hand. She frowned. Shouldn’t the stab from her sister be healed? 

			A nurse walked into the room, and Drake jerked awake in the chair. His gaze locked on Heather’s, and the beep on the heart monitor picked up the tempo. 

			“You’re awake.” His voice sounded scratchy and gruff.

			Heather nodded, ignoring the nurse buzzing around to check the monitors and IV fluid. “So are you.” She swallowed the lump forming in her throat. “How long have I been here?”

			He glanced at the clock and back to her face. “Day and a half.” He stood, came to her bedside, and took her hand.

			Her thumb brushed over the wrap on his hand. 

			“Everything looks great,” the nurse interrupted. “I’ll let the doctor know you’re awake.” 

			“Thank you.” Heather waited until they were alone and whispered, “Why isn’t your hand healed up?”

			Drake brushed a kiss to her forehead. “Long story, love.” He straightened. “I need to tell you something first.”

			“Okay.” She had plenty to tell him, too, like how she had been shortsighted to push him away, and how it had been her love for him that kept her fighting out on that boat, and maybe even tell him how much she wanted to share her life with him however long that might be.

			She waited as the seconds ticked by.

			Drake squeezed her hand. “I want to respect your wishes, but I’m begging you not to ask me to walk out of your life. Until you, I never had one. I’ve been alive for almost two hundred and fifty years, existing and going through the motions. You showed me that being alive and just living are two different things. I don’t want to live in a world without you beside me.”

			Heather’s vision clouded as tears burned her eyes. “I know I said it would be best for you if I walked away, but…I can’t. I don’t want to.” She swallowed, fighting to get the words out. “I was scared of what the future could hold for us, but when I was trapped on that boat with Ashley, all I could think about was how I would’ve given anything for one more day with you. If you’re willing to watch me get older and hold my hand when people start thinking you’re my son, then I’d count myself lucky.”

			She lifted his bandaged hand to her lips, pressing a tender kiss to the back. “Can we just pretend I never had that conversation with One-Eyed Bob?”

			Drake chuckled, and the sight of his smile warmed her all over. “Aye.” 

			He cupped her face, his gaze like a caress before he bent to kiss her. She hummed into the kiss, sighing as he pulled back. When she opened her eyes, she caught his hand. “Why haven’t you healed?”

			“Greyson connected me with a local root doctor.” He shifted his weight, breaking eye contact. “I couldn’t lose you.” His gaze met hers again. “I needed something to bring you back in case we lost the fight with Ashley. The root doctor works magic with her Loa, Met Agwe.”

			“My grandmother used to tell me about the root doctors. Loas like to make deals.” Heather inspected his hand before shaking her head. “What did you trade?”

			He unwrapped the bandage, exposing the red angry skin around the stab wound. “I’m not immortal anymore.”

			She must’ve looked like a fish gasping for air. She couldn’t find words. Finally she choked out, “You could have died.”

			He shrugged as he rewrapped his hand. “You were the one Ashley wanted.”

			“Drake!” Heather gave his arm a weak shove as a tear spilled down her cheek. “I could have lost you. You had eternity in your hands. Why would you trade that away?”

			He braced himself on either side of her hospital bed, leaning in until his forehead rested on hers. His breath warmed her lips as he whispered, “I’ve seen forever, love. I would rather have you.” 

			Her fingers slid back into his hair as she drew him close, kissing him over and over. When she released him, she searched the ocean in his eyes. “You didn’t have to give up immortality for me.”

			“I’d do it again in a heartbeat.” He took her hand, threading their fingers together. “Will you grow old with me?”

			Nothing in the world could’ve wiped the smile off her face as she nodded. “Aye.”

			He raised a brow, growling, “Love it when you speak pirate.”

			She laughed and clung to him as his lips met hers.

			The future was suddenly very bright.

		


		
			Epilogue

			“This is really a formality, but be ready for Captain Flynn to be an asshole.” Skye rolled her eyes. “He’s not really excited about expanding the crew.”

			“Well, he was pretty keen on bringing Harmony into the fold,” Dr. Charlotte Sinclair said.

			“That was only because he wanted my connections to the Digi Robins.” Harmony opened both of her hands. “Now you’re all stuck with me!”

			Heather grinned, taking in the circle of women who had become her friends over the past couple of months. Although they hardly knew her, after the battle with Ashley the three of them had brought over food and helped her with her recovery. They quickly circled around her and made her feel like family. There were days when she couldn’t believe how much her world had changed. Drake had moved into her place, although he did keep his workshop and his dock on the river, and now she had a group of non-virtual friends who looked at her as an equal instead of an oddity.

			“Never dreamed I’d be part of an immortal pirate crew.” It didn’t escape her notice that the crew waited for the sun to go down before the vote on the deck of the Sea Dog. It had taken a few weeks for the sunburn to fade from her skin after her fight with Ashley. She wasn’t eager to be in the sunlight again anytime soon.

			Skye chuckled. “Not all of us are immortal.”

			“True,” Heather agreed. She and Skye had both refused a sip from the Holy Grail. Char and Harmony were as immortal as the rest of the pirates.

			A knock on the door to the captain’s quarters drew all their attention.

			“Come in,” Skye called.

			David stepped inside, wearing his typical black suit, white shirt, and black tie. Heather had no idea why he was on the Sea Dog tonight. As far as she knew, he didn’t get a vote on new crew members.

			“Hi.” He stood tall as he took in the room. “Could I get a minute alone with Heather?”

			The others turned her way, and she nodded her approval. “Sure.”

			“We’ll see if Flynn has arrived yet so we can get this show on the road.” Skye stood and led the others out.

			When they were alone, David cleared his throat. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

			“Thanks. Me too.” Years ago things hadn’t been so awkward between them. With all the changes in her life, her relationship with David had become strained to say the least. “I didn’t get to thank you for getting me to the hospital in the helicopter.”

			“You don’t need to. I was glad to help.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I’m not sure what Drake has told you about being part of the Sea Dog crew. Department 13 has partnered with them a few times in the past to find artifacts, and after this…incident…with your sister, I’ve come to realize the crew wasn’t involved in the Digi Robins double cross.”

			“Good. And that means?” She vaguely understood her sister’s dark web adventures, and she had been with David the night his brother’s descendant died in the Bonaventure Cemetery. How it all tied in with the Sea Dog crew was foggy at best.

			“What I’m trying to say is, if you throw your hat in with the crew, you need to know you will be involved in dangerous situations in the future.” He crossed his arms and shifted his weight, his gaze never leaving hers. “I’m saying you can be in a relationship with Drake and not have to be a part of this crew.”

			Heather blinked. “You mean like it was with you and me?” She crossed her arms, adopting his stance. “Like when I thought we were in a relationship, even though you kept me in the dark about the most important thing in your life, Department 13? No, thank you.” She raised her chin. “You can’t be in love with parts of someone. Drake’s not keeping me out of the chambers of his heart. We’re there for each other, no matter what. He trusts me and I trust him.” 

			She sighed and dropped her arms. “If there’s danger ahead, we’ll face it together.” She patted David’s arm as she passed by. “I don’t expect you to understand.”

			… 

			Drake watched as Agent Bale left the ship without a word to anyone. Good riddance. He didn’t know what Bale had needed to talk to Heather about, but he’d bet his hammer the agent was warning her away from joining the pirate crew. 

			A minute later, Flynn crossed the gangplank, his red hair slicked back into a tight ponytail. His eyes narrowed as he sized up the crew. If the captain thought he could turn them against Heather, he had another thing coming. One-Eyed Bob had known Heather and her family since she was a girl, and Skye had already claimed her as the sister she never had. Greyson and Colton were also staunchly in her corner.

			“Where’s the carpenter’s woman?”

			“If you mean Heather Storrey, I’m right here.” Heather strode down the deck toward the bow, her hooded robe fanning out behind her like the queen she was. 

			God, she was a vision. He was the luckiest man on the planet. She shot a smile at Drake before focusing on the captain again. 

			“I’m eager to join your crew.” She paused, then added, “Oh, and you’re not getting my house. Turns out I found the figurehead without your help.”

			Flynn chuckled, gesturing to Heather as he faced the crew. “You see? She’s already backing out of our bargain. She has no honor for a pirate’s bond.”

			Before Drake could jump to her defense, Heather’s eyes narrowed. “Where’s Duke?”

			Flynn’s copper brow arched. “Do you know our first mate?”

			Heather shrugged. “I thought he’s your bodyguard.”

			Flynn crossed his arms, his expression rattled. “How did you…? Never mind.”

			Drake watched Heather. He couldn’t recall ever telling her that Flynn had chosen his first mate for his size. Flynn named Duke as first mate to protect himself from mutiny, not for Duke’s sailing skills.

			Heather couldn’t have known any of that…unless someone else was helping her.

			The corners of Drake’s mouth tugged as he held back a proud grin. She was playing the captain. A literal ghost from Flynn’s past had to be communicating with her.

			Flynn dropped his hands to his sides, raising his voice. “You’re too sickly to be a valuable member of this crew. You’re too pale. The sun would kill you in a day.”

			Drake ground his teeth. Heather didn’t look shaken by the captain’s attack. Far from it. The determination in her eyes had him wishing he could toss her over his shoulder and take her home.

			Soon. 

			“The color of my skin has nothing to do with my ability to help this crew.” Her gaze cut over to Drake with a knowing half smile, then back to the captain. “You see, captain, dead men tell me all kinds of tales.”

			Greyson’s booming laugh echoed across the deck. “She’s got my vote.”

			Cheers and applause followed. The vote to welcome her to the crew was inevitable.

			Even Flynn gave her his vote in the end. 

			When they got back to the house, Drake scooped her up into his arms, enjoying the sound of her laughter as he carried her inside.

			“Do you carry around all your new crewmates?”

			“Hell, no.” He kissed her as he lowered her feet to the floor with a grin. “You were incredible tonight.”

			“I’ve dealt with bullies my whole life.” She shrugged as she slid her hands up his chest. “This is the first time I’ve ever had people in my corner before.”

			“You’ve got a whole crew now.” He stepped back and took her hand, walking her to the dining room table. “I’ve got something to show you.”

			“In the dining room?” 

			Sitting in the middle of the table was a new laptop right beside hers. He barely knew how to open the damned thing. Harmony assured him it would have no trouble running the online games Heather enjoyed. That was all that mattered.

			She stared at the computers and gave him a quizzical look. “Whose laptop is that?”

			“Mine.” He chuckled. “You’ll have to show me how to use it.”

			Her eyes shone in the dim light from the living room, but her smile told him all he needed to know. “You bought a computer? Really?”

			“Harmony helped me.” He pointed to the new laptop. “I was hoping you might teach me to play Skull & Crossbones.”

			She rose up on her toes and kissed him. “I would love to.” Her smile tilted with a sexy glint in her eyes. “We will kick all kinds of pirate ass.”

			“Aye.” He took her hand. “But there’s only one particular pirate’s ass I’m interested in.”

			She raised a brow. “I was thinking the same thing.”

			“Hope it’s mine.” 

			She swatted his ass playfully. “You know it’s yours.”

			“I don’t know.” He shrugged, shocked to realize how much he enjoyed flirting. “Lots of asses were on the Sea Dog tonight.”

			“Yours is the only one I want to get naked with.”

			He wrapped her in his arms, nuzzling her lips with his. “Good to know.” 

			Later that night, naked, spent, and tangled in the sheets of their bed, Drake stroked her hair as moonlight filtered through the window. Her breathing deepened as she dozed on his chest. He kissed her hair and breathed her into his lungs. This was love. 

			And it was the greatest treasure this pirate had ever known.

			[image: ] 
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