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Can lost souls reunite across time, when all hope at love has been abandoned and demons of the past refuse to go away?

Pitched from a ship during a violent storm in the year 1746, Victoria Porter washes ashore, soon to be rescued by a man on a strange mechanical beast who whisks her away into a world beyond anything she could have imagined.

In 2014, Colton MacKenzie fears he has written his last bestselling horror novel until he discovers two things—The Cult of Teach and a tantalizing nymph wandering an Ocracoke Island beach. Fascinated by the history that surrounds the Legend of Blackbeard’s Chalice, he seeks to learn more about these modern-day pirates and hopefully write a bestseller using the premise.

He’d planned on riding this ride solo until the strange waif on the back of his Harley touches him in ways his demons hadn’t let anyone touch in a long, long time....

Be careful of what you wish....
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Chapter One
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The village on Ocracoke Island, 1746

A calloused hand inched up Victoria Porter’s thigh beneath her chemise. A shiver of anticipation rattled through her as large as the fingers that plundered nearer to the tender flesh of her center. Eyes closed, she threw back her head and listened to the sounds around her: the clatter of dishes in the back room, the bawdy laughter of women, the snorts of men who long ago forgot the wives they should be heading home to. The tavern smelled of fish, the malodorous stench of randy sailors, and stale ale. A hint of rum. And the salty permanence of uncounted men who passed through those tavern doors on their way to and from their first love—the sea.

Tory brought her head up with a bubble of laughter and a wicked grin. She was glad for the darkened corner of the tavern that hid her from view and the faint flicker of the oil lamp that softened the craggy features of the sailor on whose lap she sat. His fingers inched between her thighs and parted them slightly. She felt wanton and wild. Nary a care in the world. The dreaded and sought after tingles a woman was not supposed to feel churned inside her belly. She wiggled a little on the sailor’s lap and realized quite readily he liked it. The rigid member next to her bottom grew harder at the movement. His free hand grabbed a handful of her behind, pushing her closer as he chuckled deep in his throat. His lustful gaze fell upon her face and then to her bosom, where she had tucked the top of her chemise low into the corset rim earlier that evening.

Her sailor groaned and lowered his head to her breast, the rough stubble of his beard grazing over her plump mounds. Deep inside her, the tingles grew stronger. His fingers parted the opening to her drawers. Two short pants of breath exited Tory’s mouth. His ridge pushed harder into her hip. His lips brushed the outside of her chemise and her nipples grew pebble hard; the tingles shot up to the points of her taut breasts.

His hand cupped her naked flesh. His fingers plunged.

Tory gasped. The quivering surged lower....

With a gust of salty sea air and a hearty shout, the tavern door burst open. At once, the room stood noiseless. Heavy footfall crossed the floor. The sailor withdrew his fumbling fingers and abruptly pushed her off his lap. Tory fell to the floor. The sailor stood and backed away.

Stunned, she shook her head to right her world and then took a deep breath. “Damnation.”

There was but a second’s hesitation before the voice boomed through the musty atmosphere in the dimly lit tavern.

“Amabel Victoria Porter!”

Tory’s gaze shot up to the man looming over her. Jeremiah! Good Lord, no. He found her. Again. How would she explain? Couldn’t her brother, for once, simply leave her alone?

Dear Lord, sometimes I wish he’d go away. Far, far away. Like Jackson.

She clamped a hand over her mouth. Did she say that aloud? She did not mean that. Not really.

Jeremiah’s stare seared into hers. One false move on any person’s part and he would tear into a rampage like no other. She knew it could happen. She lived with the man entirely too long to think otherwise.

“Aye?” she returned with a demure smile on her face. She broke their gaze and glanced lower, fiddling with the top of her chemise and adjusting it squarely over her bosom. She then smoothed her skirt down over her knees and ankles.

“‘Tis a bit late for that, don’t you think?”

“I think ‘tis a bit late for all of us.” She glanced up again, yawned, and offered her hand. “Would you be so kind as to help me off this wretched floor? You wouldn’t believe the slop and filth down here.”

Jeremiah looked at her and scowled. “I would believe.”

Reaching down, he grasped her hand and pulled until she found her feet. Momentarily, she stood, back straight, head high, and swiped at the back of her skirt to rid it of the filth. Then she shot a defiant stare straight into Jeremiah’s eyes.

He glared back. “In God’s name, why is it that I’m doomed to a life of strife, protector of a mite hellion who has no more sense than to escape the warmth of her bed and enter a pit such as this place? If Mother were alive, she....”

“I am ready whenever you are, Jeremiah.” She glanced about her, hoping to spare herself a sermon. “Would you like to stay for some ale?” She lifted one brow in question as she challenged her brother head on, as she had done so many times in the past. He may have found her this time, and in a most precarious situation, but she would not let him know how humiliated she was by that fact. Yet she was sure he surmised he had rescued her from another scrape.

Only this time, she didn’t want to be rescued.

If only she could quell those urgings, those cravings, deep down inside her belly, to find out—to really find out—what this union between a man and a woman was all about. What the tingles led to. What happened after the touches? Why her body swelled in anticipation. Most women her age already had children and were quite experienced in the art of lovemaking. But she, God help her, had nary an opportunity to find a good man on this near-deserted island her parents were so adamant to call home. So if she couldn’t find a decent man to marry and love her after twenty-three years, she might as well find out what copulation was from an indecent one.

Lord, she almost found out tonight.

If Jeremiah hadn’t come looking...if not for the fact he had some addle-brained notion it was his life’s duty to watch her every single solitary minute of the day and night, she would have found out.

Ever since their older brother left a year ago, Jeremiah took the idea of family, and her protection, so seriously.

Of course, they only had each other. Their parents died a week before Jackson disappeared.

Resigned, she stepped forward, grasped Jeremiah’s arm and started for the door. Behind her, she heard the shuffle of leaden feet and the stumbled gait of the drunken sailor.

She turned slightly as a heavy hand slapped her brother’s shoulder.

“I’ll have you know that woman was mine first, you bloody thief.”

Jeremiah turned and gave the man a narrow-eyed stare. “I’ll have you know that the woman is my sister and I’m thankfully taking her out of this place of filth.”

The sailor cackled. “Over me d-dead body, you say?”

Jeremiah slowly loosened Tory’s hold on his arm. He moved one step closer to the man and shoved an index finger into his chest. The sailor teetered backward.

“Actually, my good man, I said nothing about your dead body, but if you’re spoiling for a fight, then let’s step out into the night’s chill and I will fight ‘til the death of one of us. If you’re not up to it, then I suggest you sit your ass in the chair there and down your ale for the rest of the night. I assure you another woman, a whore no doubt, will make her way to you in due time, more than willing to milk your seed ‘til the wee hours of the morning. My sister, however, will not be that woman. She’s a mite too good for the likes of you, I’ll have you know, even though she doesn’t have the good sense to know it herself!”

Jeremiah didn’t wait for a response but turned on his heel and grasped Tory by the arm again, half dragging her toward the door.

“When we get home, my dear little sister, you’ll be lucky if I don’t thrash you until the sun comes—”

Tory heard the horrendous echo of the shot within the tavern about the same time she felt the life go out of Jeremiah’s body. And no mistaking, she felt his very spirit leave him. In an instant, he slumped forward to the floor, nearly pulling her with him, blood spurting out his back, soaking his coat. Screams went up from the women and then an awful silence. A scuffle sounded from behind.

Stunned, Tory glanced to the back of the tavern where two men were wrestling her brother’s killer to the ground—the sailor whose lap she kept warm some moments earlier.

In the next instant, her own hysterical screams split the air.

Jeremiah was dead. It was all her fault.

And she was alone.
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Chapter Two
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Manhattan, New York City, 2014

“Goddammit! I don’t care what in hell you are telling me to do, Harold, I’m telling you what I am going to do. And you damn well better get used to it because there’s no fucking way I’m changing my mind.”

Colton MacKenzie started for the door of the plush office suite. Only one thing would stop him from leaving, right here, right now. “MacKenzie, if you step one foot out that door, you can call our contract quits.” That was it. The one thing.

Colt stopped stone-cold.

After a moment of contemplation, he figured what the hell? It was time for a change. It was suddenly of no consequence that Harold White made him what he was today. Hell, agents were a dime a dozen, he’d find one soon enough, one hungry enough. Damn straight, he would. Agents would come begging as soon as they heard he’d cut Harold loose. He didn’t need Harold White to sell his books anymore. They practically sold themselves.

But Harold needed him. The agent’s commission on a Colt MacKenzie novel was a hefty chunk of change. Or was in the past. Harold had better watch his step, the slimy bastard.

Colt turned on a dime. “You don’t want to threaten me, Harold. You might get what you wish for.”

Harold chuckled and narrowed his gaze. Colt knew that look. It was his famous I-could-eat-you-alive-and-spit-you-out-like-a-pea look.

“What I wish is for you to step down off that mighty high steed you are riding and slip back into the real world. The world of writers who have to hoof it to book signings and promotional tours if they want to make a buck in this business. Now, tell me you’ll make it to the benefit dinner and then onto the bookfair signing, and I will simply be one happy camper. If not, well, as I said, you better start looking for someone else to pitch your pitiful stories.”

Colt edged closer. For years Harold controlled every aspect of his life. He had about enough. “You’re a son of a bitch, you know that?” His voice grew louder with every step that drew him closer. “You know I’ve got a three-book contract with Westin. You know I don’t do social circles. And you know I don’t give a rat’s ass, Harold, whether you pitch anything, to anyone, anymore. As far as I’m concerned, I could do your job as well as my own and keep the twenty.”

“Hmpht.”

Colt faced the door. “Cancel the appearance.”

“You’re making a mistake.”

His hand hit the doorknob. “Get my name off the advertisement. See that the newspaper makes a retraction.”

“You’ll pay for this and more, Colt.”

“Sure, I will. Good idea, old man.” He saluted Harold. “I’ll make a damn donation to whatever nonprofit is hosting the blasted event, and then everyone will be happy. They don’t need me. They want money.”

“Such a goddamn fool.”

Colt grinned. “And as your last official duty in the capacity of my agent, call Westin and tell them to stretch my deadline until November.” He swung open the door and turned to fully face Harold. “Never mind, I’ll handle that myself. Our verbal contract is officially null and void.” He exited the office.

Harold scrambled after him into the reception area. “You’re a fool, MacKenzie!” he shouted so the entire office could hear. “A has-been. You need a bestseller and you know you haven’t got it in you. Not now. Not after The Hunted bombed. Bestselling horror authors are supposed to write books that actually scare the shit out of people. Frankly, according to your editor, The Hunted sucked shit. Westin will drop you like a hot coal if the next one follows suit. They were only keeping you on the list at my urging.”

Colt paused at the elevator and then smashed the button with the heel of his hand. His head was swimming. He needed a friggin’ cigarette. Why the hell had he stopped smoking? Harold White was an asshole. He and Westin could all go to hell as far as he was concerned.

He’d go it alone if he had to.

Certainly Colton MacKenzie could handle his own career, couldn’t he?

The doors whooshed open, and Colt stepped within the cramped four walls of the elevator. A faint, awful perfume smell hung inside that almost sickened him. He faced the wall and waited for the doors to close, but not before he heard Harold’s last shouts.

“You’re a goddamn fool, Colt MacKenzie!”

Outside the office, he walked up the three flights of stairs to where he had parked his bike in the multilevel garage. Without a thought, he straddled the Harley, turned over the engine, and kicked the machine into motion; his tires squealed in protest against the pavement.

He didn’t know where in the hell he was going. As long as it was far away from New York City and the bastard who wanted to rule his life.

****
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RIDING WITH THE ENGINE full throttle down a lonely straight stretch of interstate was about the only thing that could clear Colt’s mind of the haze, of the befuddled atmosphere into which his life had plunged in recent months. Hell, for the past seven years of his life. Or was it eight?

Sometimes he wasn’t certain.

Riding for mile after empty mile gave him plenty of time to think. Which was exactly what he needed right now. Time to think. To plan. To put his life back together.

After leaving Harold, he made a quick stop at his apartment, packed the leather saddlebags on the bike with a few necessities, and made sure he had the obligatory cash and plastic to get him through any expenses or emergencies along the way. With his head full of shit that needed to be purged, and a long stretch of road before him, he simply rode.

It was nearly nightfall when he realized he was heading for the beach. He hadn’t been there in years. Crossing the long bridge from the mainland over Pamlico Sound into the North Carolina Outer Banks gave him an instant thrill like that of a kid anticipating the final destination of a family vacation.

Growing up on the east coast, he craved the sea. His father had given him a love of the ocean. The bastard even taught him to sail. It was about the only thing the fucker had done for him.

He’d knock around here for a while he decided. It was a good laid-back place where he could mull the story kicking around in his head. The one he’d not yet written one word of.

He needed a few days of solitude to get it all together. He had gotten a text from his editor that Westin had refused his request for a deadline extension, which troubled him even further. He didn’t want to think about the fact Harold probably wouldn’t have had any trouble negotiating the change. The book was due in his editor’s office September 1. It was now mid-May.

Three-and-a-half months to write a bestseller.

After hitting the island, Colt made an immediate right into the visitor’s center. Several brochures and pamphlets that referred to the pirate Blackbeard crossed his vision, and he quickly stuffed them into a drawstring plastic bag. Possible research material.

He’d forgotten about the legends of pirates that surrounded this area and recalled his fascination with them as a young boy.

The idea intrigued him.

He spent the next few days combing area bookstores and newsstands, the local chamber of commerce, and a history center. He spent evenings cruising Google to fill in the blanks. Information concerning Blackbeard’s siege over the islands three hundred years earlier seemed to literally fall into his hands.

A new story idea replaced the old one. Hell, he had barely started the other one anyway. And there were two more promised books to write. The Blackbeard theme was becoming more and more intriguing as the hours and days rolled by.

For a week, he holed himself up in the hotel room, reading about the pirate’s life and escapades, his death, and a paltry little book about the Legend of Blackbeard’s Chalice—a legend that evidently spilled into the present century. That intrigued him most. The more he dug and uncovered, the more he craved and the deeper the seeds of the story implanted themselves into his psyche.

It was late into the seventh night of reading when it became apparent he needed to head further south down the Cape Hatteras seashore. He needed to go to Ocracoke Island soon, to visit Blackbeard’s legendary haunt. Poke around and see what else he could dig up.

After all, according to local pirate folklore, the very house Edward Teach, aka Blackbeard, lived in stood in the village until sometime in the 1940s. If he asked enough questions, if he delved deep enough, someone would be willing to pass along the answers to the questions he sought.

Someone would tell him about the Cult of Teach.

****
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OCRACOKE ISLAND, 1746

A stiff island breeze whipped through her open window, and Tory curled into the center of her straw tick. Her wails had subsided long ago, and elusive sleep finally drew her into the depths of surrender. And for what seemed hour upon hour, days upon days, she slept the dreamless sleep of the innocent, interrupted only by the nightmares of the damned.

For that’s what she was. Damned. To hell and back and then again. She would relive the night of Jeremiah’s death over and over in her nightmares. The dreams shook her to the chill of her bone, startling her upright in her bed, setting her off screaming into the black night where no one at all heard her.

Or comforted her.

Cared.

She was alone.

To the end of her days, she would be alone. As it should be. The guilt ate at her from within and was slowly turning her into a rotting mass of flesh and bone with no purpose in life but to wallow in her self-pity and mourn those whom she at one time loved.

And the crowning glory, she was doomed to a self-inflicted life of old-maid virginity. There would never be another time when a man intimately touched her that she would not think of Jeremiah. And how she caused his death.

How she might as well have placed the barrel of the gun to his back herself and pulled the trigger.

Jeremiah’s voice beckoned to her night after night within the bloody nightmares. His face floated before her eyes. Tempting her with notions she never envisioned. Teasing her with his spirit, so full of life, his body so strong and handsome. As if he was standing at the foot of her bed speaking to her.

But it was difficult to decipher exactly what he was saying. What he was pleading with her to do. She could hear the words, yet she could make no sense of his speech whatsoever. It all was so strange. So frightening. So utterly...addle-brained.

Good Lord, she was going insane.
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IN FRONT OF COLT STRETCHED a dark, musty tunnel. The cylindrical sides seemed to ebb and flow as he hurried through its center. The fucking walls nearly pulsed around him, like a beating heart.

There.

Again.

In perfect rhythm.

Now faster. Faster.

No, it wasn’t the walls. It was his heart.

Pounding.

Beating.

Drumming.

Louder. Louder.

He stepped faster into the dark void, his steps keeping time with the pounding rhythm. The sound echoed off the cool steel walls of the chamber, piercing his eardrums and shattering his resolve to keep his head.

And the walls squeezed. Closer and closer until an insane sensation of claustrophobia mingled with the galloping of his heart. The tunnel pressed and closed around him like that of a clogged artery trying to force blood into a pumping organ. He braced his hands on the chilled walls and frantically glanced in front and then behind him. All around, the space grew thin and slender until he was on his hands and knees.

The pounding split his ears. The passageway narrowed. Cold, hard steel wrapped around his body, forcing him to lay prostrate on the tunnel floor. His hands splayed in front of his face. He could feel the edges of his fingernails cutting into the flesh of his cheeks.

He tried to shout.

Couldn’t.

The tunnel absorbed him. Wrapped around him. Smothered him. The pulsing structure ate him alive. Crushing his body like a python until his flesh and blood, bones, organs and muscles became one liquid mass of ooze, ever flowing down the minute tunnel passageway.

Abruptly, light so bright he could barely stand to open his eyes shined onto his face.

Face? Eyes?

Did he have eyes?

How could he think? Feel? Hurt?

His body didn’t exist anymore, did it? His body just slid down the tunnel.

Squinting, he tried again to open what he thought were his eyes. Gritty, crusty lids painfully scraped back over dry eye sockets. And then the light faded. He glanced lower. He was right; he had no body. He was only two eyeballs. His soul was living inside his eyes. His body was gone, pouring down the tunnel in a mass of liquid, never to be his again.

And then he saw.

His eyes revealed the dreadful thing. He should have seen it all along, predicted what would happen. Why hadn’t he opened his eyes to prevent this scene of terror?

There it was. The most horrible thing witnessed in his life.

He realized his damnation. Cursed to stare at the bloody scene for eternity. His body was gone, but his eyes lived to torture him, staring at the horror that ate him alive like the squeezing, crushing tunnel.

All because he refused to see.

Colt bolted upright in the bed with a ragged shout, sucking in gasps of the frigid air-conditioned air of the hotel room as if he hadn’t breathed in years. Shaking, sweating profusely, he left the bed and entered the small bathroom. After splashing several handfuls of water on his face, he gathered his wits and lifted his head to stare into the mirror.

The man who stared back at him was not the man he knew. This man was simply a shell. Nothing else. Hell, there couldn’t be any soul living inside any part of him, let alone his eyeballs. He lost his soul that gruesome night seven years ago.

Sold it to the Devil the night it happened.

God, how could he go on living like this, night after night of insanity? When the nightmares came, his heart pounded like the pulsing walls of the tunnel; his blood raced through every artery and vein.

Just like that night.

Squeezing. Cutting off his oxygen.

Sometimes when the vivid dreams came, he was certain the anxiety was going to kill him.

There were times he prayed it would...had to be some way to rid himself of the pain. Some way to ease his burden.

Of the nightmare.

Of the memories.

Of how he couldn’t save his precious family.

Of seeing them. Lying there.

Pools of blood haloing them.

Dead.

It was a horror story like none he’d written, replayed in his head too often, like a tedious rerun from Hell.
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TORY WOKE SLOWLY. THE night was still. The ocean outside her window calm. She wasn’t sure how many days she had lain in her bed. She wasn’t even sure what day of the week it was. Or night.

A thin shaft of yellow glow from the moon pierced her open window and splayed a beam on her floor at the foot of her bed. More awake now than in days, she lay still and tried not to think, her face bloated from sobbing into her pillow. She’d barely eaten or drank anything in a couple of days, nor risen to use the chamber pot or the outside privy in as many.

She was empty.

Her body would simply cease to exist if she continued this pattern. Surely she could end her misery in that manner. Starve herself to death. Soon she would be too weak to rise from her bed for water, even if she wanted. She would simply die. Someday, someone would stumble upon the isolated cabin and find her decaying body in the bed and hopefully have the decency to bury her.

Perhaps it would be Jackson. It would serve him right for leaving them like he did, only to come home to find both his brother and sister dead.

That is, of course, if he were still alive himself.

No, she would not starve herself. That would take too long. Too much time to agonize over the turn her life had taken. Too much of a coward. There had to be another way to end it all quickly.

And then she knew.

She remembered the story she heard in the village about a young girl, the tavern keeper’s daughter. She had found herself with child, only to have her father beat the young sailor she loved and place him on a vessel bound for the West Indies with instructions never to return or die upon trying.

The girl had taken her father’s dagger and sliced upon the veins of her forearms, allowing her blood to flow freely from her body. The tavern keeper found her the next morning in death, stretched out across one of his tables.

The women all clucked that it was such a pity. The men helped him bury the girl and then life went on as usual. Except the bloodstains never came out of the table. They say the tavern keeper refused to remove the stain from his place of business. Tory guessed it served as a constant reminder to his silent pain.

Tory’s agony would live within her body until her death. She wasn’t sure it would stop even then.

The thought of that young girl taking her life like that penetrated Tory’s soul from the first time she’d heard it. She agonized over the lost love and lives of the two young lovers.

And now, she knew what to do.

As though in a trance, she rose from the bed and stumbled to the main room of the cabin. Above the hearth sat a small metal box where her father had placed things of his that were of some value, sentimental or otherwise.

She picked the box up from the mantel and set it on the table. Slowly, she sat in a ladder-back chair and faced the box. Reverently, with shaking hands, she lifted the lid. Without feeling she raised her father’s pearl-handled dagger and held it to her chest. She was simply a void. An empty mass of unfeeling flesh. And she knew it was meant for her to do what she was about to do.

Rising from the table, she stepped back into her room and lifted one knee and then the other to her bed. Kneeling in the center, she pushed the dagger out in front of her, the tip catching a minute spark of light from the shaft offered by the moon. The sharp blade glistened. Watching it, her heart ached.

Her body shuddered and her lungs expanded with a huge gulp of air. She extended her left forearm. In her right hand the dagger trembled. The sharp point of the knife flicked against the tender skin of her inner wrist. Shaking, tears fell from her eyes; the dagger seemed lost in a swirl before her. She quickly gulped another calming breath and held it, clearing the haze from behind her eyes.

She clutched the dagger tightly, pointing the tip at her wrist, firmly forcing the shiny metal into her flesh until a bead of scarlet pooled around the blade. She slowly sliced downward, and the crimson bubble trailed after the dagger.

“Tory, don’t.”

The voice came soft and sweet from the shadows, startling her. The breath surged from her lungs, and she was suddenly dizzy. The knife fell to the bed, and she grasped her left wrist with her right hand and held it close to her heart, blood oozing though her fingers and staining her gown.

A man stood in the shadows. A man who spoke with her brother’s voice.

Her own voice squeaked when she tried to use it. “J-Jackson...?” To think otherwise would prove her demented.

The man stepped out of the shadows. A curl of terror gripped her.

He was the embodiment of her brother. The height, the expanse of his shoulders, the dark hair, the deep brown eyes of their father. It couldn’t be, could it?

As if drawn to him, she swallowed her fear and rose from the bed. He simply stood silent and unmoving as she drew closer to him. As if he knew she needed to explore this possibility slowly.

Jackson? No.

It was Jeremiah. But it was...impossible.

Tory hesitated before touching his chest. It frightened her only a second when she realized what happened when she did touch him.

Her hand passed entirely through his chest.

It was then she knew exactly who stood before her. She just didn’t know how.

Or why.

Jerking back, she shrieked and stumbled toward the bed. Her brother reached out to steady her, but surprisingly, his flesh made contact with hers and held fast. Evidently, her solid form could pass right through his, but he could grasp her and hold on if need be.

Astounded, she stared up at the brother she’d buried a week ago.

“J-Jeremiah...?”

He laid a soft finger on her lip. “Don’t be frightened, Tory. Aye, ‘tis me.”

“B-but you are...” Her eyes widened at the realization.

“Aye. I’m back. You need me.”

“Need me?” she parroted, dumbfounded.

“You were about to do something foolish, and I was sent back to see that you did not. ‘Tis not your time to die. There are things left for you to do.”

“Sent back? Things?” Tory stood enthralled in front of the ghostly image of her brother. She poked one finger toward his body, only to see it disappear into his flesh. “Does not that hurt?”

“No, Tory,” he returned with the impatience of an older brother and not that of a ghost. “It does not hurt. I feel no pain. Please let me tell you why I’m here. I have little time.”

Tory nodded in surprised agreement and stepped back, folding her hands against her waist lest she be tempted to touch him again. “Oh, I’m...sorry. It is just so curious. Did you tell me you were sent?”

“Yes. He spoke to me and told me of my mission.”

“He?” Tory’s eyes grew wide in astonishment and realization. “Him? You mean...Him?”

“Aye. Of course. Him. I asked for his help and was sent to help you seek the purpose of your life. It seems you’ve drifted somewhat in the past two weeks.”

Tory stepped closer, not really believing her ears and eyes. Jeremiah? Sent by Him. To help her. Oh, Lord...

“‘Tis He who sent me to be your guardian angel. Who knows you better than myself? It wasn’t a burden to take on another charge. And besides, I am used to watching over you.”

“Angel?” Thank goodness, not a ghost. “You have more than me to watch over?”

“Just one. But you need not concern yourself with that. We have to take care of what you’ve done to yourself. Let me see your arm.”

Hesitantly, Tory held her bloody arm out to Jeremiah. He held her wrist tightly in his palm for a few seconds, blood soaking through the narrow gaps between his fingers. “Now, go wash away the blood.”

Tory looked at him in question and then did as she was told. Her basin filled with stale water sat by the window. After finishing, she dried her arm with a nearby linen cloth and stared in awe at her injured arm. With the blood washed away, all she saw was a healing scar, no gaping wound. Glancing back at Jeremiah, she thrust out her wrist. “But, how...?”

“The scar is simply a reminder not to act hastily, my little sister. A lesson you’ve not yet learned in life. Each time you look at this scar, it would serve you well to remember that.”

“But...you have magic?”

“I have only what He has given me to help see that you get back in step with your life. But mind me,” Jeremiah lifted one finger and pointed at her, “you have to make the choices about life yourself. I will not stay for eternity. You will have me for a while, but then you are on your own.”

Tory rushed forward. “Jeremiah, I don’t understand. What is it that I’m supposed to do? How am I supposed to get my life back in step, as you say? What do I need to do?” She went to grab two fistfuls of his jacket, but only came up with air. Suddenly, his bodily form started to fade in front of her. There was only a waning, illuminated quintessence of the man who stood before her seconds earlier.

“That, my little sister, is the first task you must undertake yourself.” His voice floated in the air. “When you figure out what this quest for life shall be, then I will be back to guide you in the right direction. Until then, I must see to my other charge.”

And with that, the lingering light of his body disappeared. Tory was left more confused than ever.

****
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FOR THREE DAYS AND nights, she dwelled on his request. What was the thing she was supposed to do to get her life back together? ‘Tis not your time to die. There are things left for you to do. What are the things of which her brother spoke?

The curious questions were never far from her mind.

It was on the fourth day, a day dark with an approaching storm, that her thoughts turned to Jackson. And when that occurred, an all-encompassing shiver passed through her, as though she was on the right course.

She thought about her brother, Jackson, all day and into the night, remembering before he left. Their father’s death had come a week prior. Upset about their mother’s failing health, he set out on his skiff into a storm. They found him the next morning washed ashore. Dead. No one ever knew if it was an accident, or if he intended to kill himself—having to witness their mother slowly die was too difficult to endure.

She argued with Jackson about her father’s death. Jackson wouldn’t believe his father would take his own life. Tory wondered if it could have been true. She knew her father’s love for her mother went deeper than the sands and wider than the sea. He was in such pain watching her wither away. She didn’t think he could stand to see her die.

And the day after her father left them, their mother quietly slipped into death’s grip as she and Jackson were talking. The passing of Jack and Claire Porter was all the talk on the island for some time.

Then, while they all were in mourning, Jackson disappeared. She woke one morning to find only one brother sitting at the table by the hearth where she would normally see two. Jeremiah. He had little to say to her except that Jackson had bid him farewell and told him to tell her he loved her.

Jackson also ordered Jeremiah to take care of her. That she was his responsibility now. She guessed Jackson hadn’t realized she wasn’t a child anymore and didn’t need caring for. But Jeremiah had given his promise and felt it his responsibility to keep her under his thumb. And in the end, that was his demise.

In death, it seemed, he still embraced that charge.

Tory shivered considering the angel Jeremiah who visited her several nights before. She thought long and hard about her visitor and even tried to conclude that perhaps, in her delirium, she had dreamt the image of her dead brother.

But no. It was neither of those two. He had come to her, a ghostly image. And he would come again as soon as she figured out what it was she was supposed to do. Meanwhile, her thoughts kept returning to Jackson. And finally, it dawned on her that he should be notified of Jeremiah’s death.

He needed to know.

She had to find him.

Somehow she would find her missing older brother. After all, he was her only family left. And they needed each other now more than ever.

Tory waited for some sign signaling if this was her quest, but nothing happened. Deep inside, she felt good about the decision, so that was enough. She had no clue where to start, but she would find him. Late into the night, her brain churned with activity, making plans for how she would seek out her brother.

Secretly, she hoped Jeremiah would appear at the foot of her bed and confirm her deliberation. But he didn’t, and she had to be content she was on the right track. After all, if he stopped her from taking her life, surely he would stop her if she were heading in the wrong direction.
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