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About this Book 

			Pirates, shape shifters and travel through time. How much more complicated can love get? Time traveler Eric Morgan finds out when alarming news arrives from his mentor, Nathaniel Beckett, that Blackheart the Pirate has kidnapped Nathaniel’s daughter Celeste. Eric resides in the present and Celeste in 1718 Camden, Maine.

			Complications arise upon his arrival in Maine, with Eric’s emotional discovery of a father and sister he never knew…a shape-shifting father and sister. Together, they travel to the past.

			They ask help of the local magistrate, unaware he is in cahoots with Blackheart and concealing a secret that makes him a terrifying nemesis. An attack by a Great White shark nearly costs Eric his life before he can rescue Celeste. Peril lurks in unexpected places and Eric’s actions trigger a cascade of events that will tear one family apart and force another to test the bonds of forgiveness and love.

			





 

			 

			 

			This book is dedicated to the forgiving, the loving, and the young at heart.

			





Prologue 

			Camden, Maine 1718

			“Damn you, harlot’s spawn!” Blackheart the Pirate spat the words through a haze of blood and pain. A sharp kick to his groin caused him to bite his lip, drawing blood that trickled into his beard. Taking Celeste Beckett hostage was more trouble than he had bargained for. Not one of those shy, spiritless maidens populating polite drawing rooms, she forcibly reminded him of her mother, Moriah, whose charms he remembered well. The finely sculpted dark eyebrows above those startling blue eyes, the sneering mouth, the rounded breasts and curvaceous hips, and, finally, those golden curls, brought memories to the fore of more pleasant times and activities.

			As badly as he itched to teach her a lesson, he hadn’t the time for such luxuries. He launched himself upon her body and clapped his fingers over her mouth, careful to avoid a repeat encounter with her eager-to-kick legs. He held his finely honed dagger to her slender white throat and pushed aside the ruby pendant hanging like a bloody teardrop.

			“You are in my power now, Celeste. Make a single cry or utter one whisper of a sound and you will die on the spot. Have I made myself clear?” The furious drumbeat of her heart throbbed against his arm. She nodded and he noted with satisfaction a sheen of moisture cloud her magnificent eyes. “Moriah and Nathaniel will pay dearly for their betrayal. You, my dear, are the coin I will use to satisfy their debt.” With that, he bound and gagged Celeste, hoisted her over his massive shoulders, and climbed out of the window whistling a jaunty tune.
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			One 

			Moriah Beckett awakened to the sound of a muffled scream. Celeste’s scream. The piercing shriek seemed to emanate from two places at the same time…her open window and the large ornate mirror standing nearly tall as a man beside the window. How could that be?

			Her pulse surged with panic as she reached for the blue robe lying on the foot of the bed and flung it over her shoulders. It hung open, revealing the thin cotton nightgown beneath. She dashed to the window and pushed aside the curtains. Nothing except pitch-black night. No butter colored moonlight lit this warm June evening. Only twinkling stars provided faint illumination to the earth. The distant sound of ocean waves rushing to the shore floated to her ears.

			She brushed aside riotous blond curls that tumbled across her face. With trembling fingers, she struck a match, lit a candle, and set it on the nightstand as the flame danced and flickered in the slight breeze. She turned to hurry to Celeste’s room but stopped short when an image materialized within the mirror, a gift from her husband, Nathaniel, now a resident of the future year 2021.

			He had told her it would be the means by which she could communicate with him. But instead of her husband, she saw, as though she were in the same room, Marcus Van Vechten—Blackheart the Pirate as the villain was more commonly known—carrying her beloved daughter on his shoulders. She could scarcely believe her eyes and stood mesmerized, her feet rooted to the floor. Celeste screamed again as she struggled to free herself, while Marcus climbed out the window with his precious burden.

			As suddenly as the image appeared, it disappeared.

			She ran down the corridor to Celeste’s room, gagging, barely able to keep the impulse to vomit at bay. Upon opening the door, she saw the window open wide, the curtains pushed to one side. The bed covers lay disheveled. Her daughter was gone. She clasped her hand to her heart in a vain attempt to still its frantic pounding.

			Nathaniel. He would know what to do. Moriah sprinted back to her room, her stockinged feet thumping across the wood planked floors. Tearing through the doorway, she headed to the window and tried to catch her breath as a light breeze pulled refreshing cool air into the room. Her heart rate slowed to a more comfortable pace, allowing her to marshal her thoughts.

			She had been unaware that the mirror could also serve as a messenger within her own time. Suddenly mindful of Nathaniel’s parting words imploring her to contact him in time of need, she called his name aloud, “Nathaniel…Nathaniel…I need you…Celeste needs you!” She waited a moment, gazing intently into the glass. She was about to give up in despair when the mirror grew cloudy. A moment later, the haggard but still handsome face of her darling Nathaniel appeared. He looked thinner than ever. And very pale.

			“Moriah, my love. What’s wrong?” Worry lines etched 
his brow.

			“Marcus has kidnapped Celeste this very night. She needs you, Nathaniel!” she paused then pleaded in a broken whisper, “I need you.”

			“Do you know where he has taken her?”

			She shook her head, blinking back the tears that threatened to spill down her cheeks. She would not appear to be a weakling in his eyes, now, after all this time. Her strength of mind had attracted him to her from the beginning.

			“Celeste will have her rescuer, my love. You did right in contacting me. God, how I have missed you. I’ve been a fool for being away so long.”

			Aching need for the man whom she had married twenty years ago coursed through her veins, depriving her of speech.

			“Eric is in possession of the talisman ring. He will help us.”

			“That boy?”

			“That boy is a fine man now, Moriah. I taught him all I know.”

			“He may not want to come, Nathaniel.” A seedling of hope sprouted in her heart, in spite of the obstacles.

			“He will. He was very fond of Celeste.”

			“They were adolescents. Much may have changed.” Her fingers found and worried the strings of her dressing gown.

			“Perhaps. Nevertheless, my heart tells me he will be here. You will see.” Nathaniel nodded confidently.

			“I am afraid we have very little time.”

			“We shall save Celeste, my darling. Never fear.”

			She had never been disappointed when she trusted Nathaniel. “Very well. When will I hear from you again?”

			“Shortly. I must contact Eric and make arrangements. By midnight tomorrow, I will return.” A confident smile flickered across Nathaniel’s lips.

			“Nathaniel, you look ill. Should I tell anyone in the village? Is there anything I can do now, to help?” Her heart fluttered at the sight of her husband’s ghastly pallor.

			“I am fine. Do nothing yet. This matter needs careful handling. I doubt that scoundrel will hurt her…yet. He will want to use her as a bargaining chip and thus will be motivated to keep her unharmed. Rest easy, my love. Eric and I will put a period to Blackheart’s activities. Once and for all.” Nathaniel’s eyes and mouth set in a grim line as his image disappeared from the mirror.
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			Phoenix, Arizona, Present

			Eric Morgan tossed and turned in his sleep. Creatures of every shape and form populated his dream. Some were friendly acquaintances and familiar friends while others were hostile strangers and menacing enemies. In the thick of the strangeness, a feminine scream penetrated his consciousness. He awoke with a start, bathed in sweat. He scooted into a sitting position on his king sized bed, momentarily unsure of his whereabouts. He shook his head, rubbed his eyes, and raked his short hair with his fingers. Streetlights radiated through the open blinds of his bedroom window almost eclipsing the faint stars which twinkled against the black velvet desert sky. He stared at the window in a daze and jumped when his ringing cell phone shattered the stillness of the bedroom. He grabbed it, eager to silence the noise.

			“Hello?” Who would be calling at this ungodly hour? He glanced at the clock on the nightstand. Midnight.

			“Eric? It’s Nathaniel. I’m sorry to wake you.”

			“Nate. Forget it. What’s the matter? You haven’t called in ages.” He propped himself on a pillow, suddenly wide-awake. Nathaniel Beckett was like a father to him. If he called in the middle of the night, something must be terribly wrong.

			“Celeste has been kidnapped by Blackheart. Moriah contacted me tonight. We need your help.”

			Instantly alert, Eric fingered the massive ruby ring on the fourth finger of his right hand. “I’ll catch the first flight to Maine, but on short notice it may be hard to get a seat. Any idea of where he took her?”

			“Not yet. I’ve got Sylvester working on it. Look, Eric. This will be dangerous. I…um…is there anyone?”

			Eric smiled at the hesitation in his old friend’s voice. He knew where this was leading. “Nope. No girlfriends. Can’t find one that suits me. Or would be willing to tolerate my ‘eccentricities’. Shape shifters can be notoriously complicated to date.” The laugh in his voice belied the loneliness in his heart. “The only one who ever understood me was Celeste.”

			“She’s a beautiful woman now, Eric.”

			“She was always beautiful, Nate.”

			“It will destroy Moriah if Marcus kills Celeste.” Nathaniel’s voice held a note of desperation. “And me.”

			“Stop it. I’ll save her.”

			“Thank you,” Nathaniel said simply. “Get here when 
you can.”

			Eric touched the off button and hunkered into the pillows. He wondered about Celeste, what she looked like now, and remembered the gentle touch of her lips as she kissed him goodbye on his last visit to the past. She had just turned seventeen and was already the belle of Camden society. Nate hadn’t mentioned a beau; was it possible that such a beauty was unmarried? Dare he hope? He longed to hold her, longed to share his hopes and dreams. Longed to love and be loved.

			Like the approach of an impending storm, darker thoughts took possession of his mind. Blackheart had come within a whisker of killing him once before. Fortunately, Nathaniel had given Eric the knowledge of magic and shape-shifting. Taking different shapes and forms had not only saved his life, but changed it. He acquired the confidence and mental toughness he’d lacked. Blackheart would now encounter a foe truly able to meet him blade for blade and shot for shot.

			He chuckled and fondled the ruby ring.
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			Two 

			Celeste paced the yawning room at the top of the deserted lighthouse. The thud of her steps on the wooden floor blended with the rustle of her long skirts. She heard the din of crashing waves on the rocky shoreline, but inside the building, there were no telltale sounds of Blackheart or his marauding band of men. The lantern above her cast its golden light into the dark sea and spilled its treasure into her place of imprisonment, competing with the light of twinkling stars and faint moonbeams streaming through the small window that, maddeningly, hung open several feet above her head.

			The humid night air kept the temperature warm enough to be bearable. She drew a wooden bench beneath the gaping casement and climbed up. Standing on her toes and stretching her arms above her head failed to allow her the necessary height to reach the opening. She wished she were the black bird sitting on the windowsill, calmly watching her distress.

			“Oh, I wish I had wings to fly out of here as you can.” There was no response to her comment except a quick sideways cock of the bird’s head. The sharp eyes gazed intently at her. “Why are you here, at night? Do you not have a nest to tend?” She spoke the words aloud, half-expecting a reply. The bird looked so intelligent. Not sympathetic, necessarily, but intelligent.

			Celeste continued her soliloquy. “If only Eric were here, he would teach Blackheart a lesson.” She gave an angry snort and watched, as the bird seemed to consider this possibility, cocking its head first left, then right. She sighed. “Unfortunately, there is no way to tell him of my plight.” The bird remained motionless. “Very well. I must see to my own rescue.” She jumped the short distance to the floor and opened the door to a small closet at one end of the room. It contained a length of rope attached to a broken pot, seriously frayed at one end, obviously of no use to its prior owner. Perhaps it would serve a purpose for her.

			She unfurled the rope, stretching it from one end of the room to the other, a distance of about ten feet. Evidently, the process interested the raven, for it flew from the window to the floor unafraid of her presence. Its hoarse “caw” prompted her to glance up from her labors.

			“You’re very brave.” The bird seemed to agree and preened a feather or two. It tilted its head and fluttered its wings before prancing into a corner to watch the proceedings.

			Celeste wound the length of rope around her arm and measured the distance to the open window. She would sling the pot through the open window, hoping it would anchor itself on the outer sill so she could crawl up the rope and escape. She spun the rope in a circular motion over her head several times, each rotation swinging faster and faster. She let it fly, but missed her target by a foot. She stomped in frustration.

			The bird “cawed” three times, sounding to Celeste as though it laughed and enjoyed seeing her annoyed.

			“You think you could do any better, my fine feathered friend?” She tossed her head, tramped heavily to the fallen pot, wound the rope around her arm and prepared for a second attempt. Again, she swung the rope and tossed it high toward the window, only to watch the pot hit the wall an inch too low. She clenched her fists and strode to the offending vessel.

			For a third time, she rewound the rope and swung the end as high as possible over her head. She released it at what she judged to be a prudent time and, in a surprising move, the bird flew swiftly from the floor and caught the rope in its talons, lifting the pot over the window sill. It clattered against the building. Celeste’s heart pumped with excitement as she pulled on the rope, testing its strength to hold her weight. Miraculously, it held.

			Eric had taught her the unladylike art of climbing trees on one of his many visits. A prayer of gratitude escaped her lips as she grasped the rope and pulled herself slowly to the top. At the windowsill, she seized the ledge and drew her body into the opening, prepared to jump to safety. She cried out with disappointment and fear at the sight below. The lighthouse was perched on a small, rocky island. Boulders the size of carriages lined the shore and monstrous waves crashed into them, sending the spray and mist upward and into her face. To jump was certain death. Blackheart had chosen her prison well. For the first time, Celeste shed tears.
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			In spite of the whirlwind of his thoughts, Eric drifted into a fitful sleep, surrendering to the overpowering necessity to rest. A short time later, a curious gray mist crept under the bedroom door. It swirled up and around the bed, finally settling next to him before coalescing into the form of a large black bird. The creature sat, gazing at Eric’s sleeping form and cocked its head first to one side then the other.

			With a shake of the head and rustle of its wings, it changed form once more, this time into a human female. Voluptuous and beautiful, with coal-black flowing hair and piercing ebony eyes. The feathers transformed into a one-piece black gown that molded itself to her curvaceous body. She lay beside Eric and stroked his hair while looking intently around the room, noting in detail each object contained therein. A portrait caught her sharp eyes. The stranger roused herself from the bed, walked to the chest of drawers, and picked up a small easel. A long gaze at the image of a beautiful fair-haired girl was followed by a stare at Eric’s peacefully sleeping body. She replaced the picture into its accustomed perch and said, “Wake up.”

			There was no response. The woman returned to the bed, touched Eric’s arm and repeated her command, “Wake up.”

			His eyes snapped open and he grabbed her slender hand in a vice-like grip. “Raven?” a reluctant grin slid across his mouth, lighting his eyes. “Damn it, you could have gotten yourself killed sneaking in here like this.”

			Raven smiled, but shook her head. “Not likely. You had no weapon beside you. No woman either.” She pursed her lips and giggled.

			“What are you doing here?” He ignored the jibe, rubbed his eyes and gestured to a nearby easy chair. She disregarded the hint and sat down on the bed with an air of easy familiarity.

			She lifted a finely sculptured eyebrow. “I am involving myself in your affairs. Again.”

			“What’s it been? Three years? I don’t recall causing you any concern for a while.” A smirk played at the edges of his lips.

			“Hmm. Three years of blessed peace, indeed. Until tonight.” She waved a well-manicured finger in his direction. “Nathaniel called me from my repose and requested my aid. He was most upset and looked positively unwell. Blackheart has returned and apparently has taken a hostage. Celeste.” She gave him a long

			Eric stared intently at his visitor.

			“He’d sent dim-witted Sylvester to discover Celeste’s whereabouts.” Raven gave a contemptuous sniff. “He failed to find her.”

			“Why?”

			“Because he can’t fly, that’s why. He must therefore be content with asking inane questions of drunken sailors. Only I know where the dear girl resides.” She raised an arched eyebrow and inspected her long fingernails.

			Eric forced himself into an attitude of patience he did not feel. Long experience with Raven had taught him the wisdom of allowing her to give information in her own way. To appear eager would only inspire more mystery.

			“Aren’t you going to ask me where she is?” Raven looked up from her inspection.

			“You’ll tell me when you’re ready, I suppose.” Eric propped himself on one arm and marveled for the umpteenth time at her undeniably appealing body. A speculative thought sent flames of desire speeding through his groin. He was grateful for the covers.

			Raven’s delighted laughter rang through the room. “You want me! I can see it in your eyes…and elsewhere.” Her voice turned sultry and she draped her body onto his while her hands caressed his face. “You could have me now, Eric,” she cooed, brushing her lips against his.

			He fought the temptation with every fiber of his being. Thankfully, a sudden picture of Celeste’s gorgeous face and the memory of her warm mouth on his took possession of his mind. He sat up and pushed her gently away. He would need Raven’s help. It would not do to make her angry.

			“Raven, as ravishingly beautiful as you are, you know how I feel.” His mouth hardened into a determined line.

			Her black eyes held a momentary flash of fire. “You’re smitten with Celeste. Nothing has changed, has it?” She sat in the chair with a flounce.

			He sighed and shook his head.

			Suddenly, the fire died and Raven chuckled. “Very well…for now.” She watched him for several moments before continuing, “Celeste is in the Mattinack Rock Lighthouse.”

			Surprised at the suddenness with which she presented the news, Eric found himself speechless.

			“Blackheart has hidden her away in a room near the top of the structure. It pleases him to think no one is as clever as he and that no one will find her.” Raven ran her fingers through her fine straight hair. “Egotistical fool that he is, he reckoned without me.”

			“You have good reason to hold a grudge, Raven.” Eric walked to the chair, gently touched her creamy neck and ran his finger down a faint, but jagged scar. A permanent reminder of Blackheart’s cruelty.

			“Mark my words…I will see him in Hell, Eric.” Raven’s voice faltered as she grasped his outstretched hand in hers. Suddenly, she transformed herself once more into the magnificent bird and perched upon his shoulder.

			He reached up and cradled her gently into his arms. “Never fear. We will send that monster to his grave.” He gave the bird a quick embrace and watched as the gray mist reappeared. Raven quietly merged with it and gently drifted under the door.

			





[image: ]

			Three 

			The desert sun’s early morning rays penetrated Eric’s consciousness and he sat bolt upright in bed. After Raven’s visit, he’d tossed and turned with frustration, not able to do much in the wee hours to prepare. He must have eventually fallen asleep a second time. His muscles tensed with apprehension. There was much to do and no time to waste.

			He was relieved to see the alarm’s digital display read five o’clock, sufficient time to begin preparations for the busy day ahead. A jolt of anticipation flooded his veins. He looked forward to seeing Nathaniel and his old friends once more. And Celeste. Her lips, her hair, her eyes, all formed a picture that made his body react. More than that, however, he looked forward to their long talks and her bright, unspoiled nature. She was unlike any woman he had ever met: a free, adventurous spirit whose joie de vivre attracted him and filled his soul with a deep, unquenchable thirst.

			Just as suddenly as it arrived, the joy and anticipation drained away as the cold reality of his life hit with the force and fury of a summer monsoon. He slumped back in the pillows and sighed. He would be able to manage a couple of weeks away, but not the extended, perhaps permanent, leave that caused his heart to pound with excitement.

			He dragged his now-reluctant body from the bed and into the bathroom, where the cold marble tiles under his feet jolted him fully awake. He turned on the shower and stripped before stepping into the steaming hot flood of water.

			What would he do about his mother? She had completed treatment for the cancer diagnosed a year earlier. Her physician was optimistic about her prognosis. However, Eric knew that she would need continued care. Moreover, as her only child, the responsibility would fall to him.

			Diana Morgan had never been an overly concerned parent. Seeing to her own comfort had been her priority for so many years it was doubtful anyone else’s needs had ever crossed her mind. Divorced when Eric was a toddler, she married her second husband, a charming ne’er-do-well by the name of Stanley Morgan. Stanley adopted Eric and when he was fifteen, the family uprooted from their native Maine and drifted to Arizona in search of more prosperous times.

			Eric, deeply resentful at this turn of events, longed for his mentor, Nathaniel, and his friends in Maine. He vowed to return to his beloved state as soon as he possessed the freedom and means to do so, but only managed to convince his mother to allow him to visit a few times in all the years they’d lived in Arizona.

			As time passed, the desert’s harsh beauty and uncompromising nature gained favor with him. His lonely spirit found harmony with the austere landscape. He immersed himself in every manner of sport and physical activity, hoping to prepare himself for this inevitable showdown with Blackheart. Fencing and shooting lessons, track and field sports, rock climbing as well as classes at Arizona State University, all combined to keep his mind occupied and his body strong and resilient.

			His mother’s marriage dissolved shortly after the move to Arizona. Eric thus became the unwanted and sole focus of Diana’s attention. He loved her but chafed under her continual requests, always skillfully presented and always with an ulterior motive.

			He turned the water off and grabbed a towel. He dried off quickly, missing a few spots in his haste to be on his way. There was no telling what evil Marcus Van Vechten would wreak. Eric was positive that every minute he spent in Arizona would seem like an eon to Nathaniel, Moriah and Celeste. And the pirate? A mischievous grin tugged at the corners of Eric’s lips. He’d be willing to wager that time with Celeste would have Blackheart of the same opinion.

			Thirty minutes later, he finished combing his hair and pulled on a royal blue polo shirt and gray slacks. A glance at his watch spurred him out of the bathroom and into the kitchen where he quickly devoured a hastily concocted breakfast of cereal, toast and juice. He hated any delay, but his growling stomach demanded immediate attention. As he cleared away the dishes, his cell phone on the table tinkled a unique identifying tune that made him wince. He sighed and pushed the answer button.

			“Hi, Mom.”

			“Eric, why didn’t you call me last night? I was worried about you.” The plaintive note in his mother’s voice irritated him. He was twenty-four, for god’s sake. Why did she always have to act as though he were four? Unless, of course, she was preoccupied with something, or someone, else. Then he could come and go as he pleased, unnoticed.

			“Why? I can take care of myself. Especially when I’m home alone.”

			“Of course you can, dear. I just thought maybe you could come over tonight and keep me company. We could rent a movie. Would you like that?”

			Eric bit his lip. He loved his mother but could imagine nothing he would like less. Not now. Not with all the turmoil. “I’m sorry, Mom. I don’t have time. I’ve got to make arrangements to see Nathaniel.”

			“Nathaniel? Nathaniel Beckett? Why on earth?”

			“He’s not well. He called last night and I need to see him.”

			“I’ve not been well, either, and I need you just as much as he does, Eric.” Diana’s angry voice held a strange note of alarm. “The chemo therapy took a lot out of me.”

			He felt his blood pressure rise, but kept his voice calm. “I appreciate that, but you’ve been playing golf, having your girlfriends over for bridge and generally living life to the fullest. Nathaniel is like a father to me and I’d do anything for him. You know that.”

			“I will never understand why you think so highly of him, Eric. All he could ever do was manage that god-forsaken inn. He never had a woman in his life…” Diana’s voice was dismissive, which angered Eric.

			“Nathaniel Beckett is married and a father.” He slammed a cabinet drawer harder than necessary. “You might have liked him if you’d ever bothered to get to know the man. He had time for me when you didn’t.”

			“You don’t have to be unpleasant. I didn’t mean anything hateful. I’m sure he’s a lovely man, if you like him. I just wish you had given me some notice that you’re going away. What if I need something while you’re gone? Don’t you care?”

			“Then call Julia, Katy, or Rose.” As soon as the last word of that litany had flown from his lips, he felt guilty. He took several deep breaths during the awkward pause that followed his pronouncement. “Look, Mom. I don’t mean to be rude, but Nate has always been there for me when I needed him. I’m not going to fail him now that he needs me. You’ll be okay.”

			“I suppose.” His mother sighed. “How long are you going to be away?”

			“I’m not sure. A week, maybe two.”

			“Two weeks! How can you do this to me?”

			The sharp sound of his mother’s startled reaction sliced through the air. Eric winced and held the receiver away. With thinly veiled frustration he said, “That’s right. At least two weeks. And I’m not doing anything to you.” He looked at his watch. This conversation needed to end before it deteriorated further. “I’ve got to run. Everything will be fine. Bye.” He touched the off button.

			He leaned against the sink for a moment, lost in thought then reached for the phone again and dialed a number. He heard his assistant’s slightly bored voice answer.

			“Morgan Private Investigations.”

			“Hi, Jessica. Have there been any calls? Anybody need a private eye?” A wry smile crinkled the edges of his mouth.

			“Sorry, Eric. Nothing. Nada. Everybody must be on their best behavior right now. No cheating husbands, no philandering wives. Ain’t love grand?”

			The sound of bursting bubblegum popped in his ears. Jessica McLean was a bright, but none-too-ambitious college freshman he had hired to answer the phone and keep the books for his private investigation business. She was happy to work part-time at the modest salary he could afford to pay, and could be trusted to keep his business affairs in order during his absence.

			“Yeah, just wonderful. Jess, I’m going to be out of town for a couple of weeks. Nathaniel called last night and isn’t doing well. Can you run the office full time while I’m out that long? I know its short notice.”

			“No worries. I can handle it, Eric. I’m not starting summer school for another couple of weeks so this will work out fine. Besides, it’s not like people are beating down the doors.” Another pop of the gum sounded in his ears. “Sorry.”

			He sighed. Her statement was all too true. Part of the problem was his lack of interest. Of late, his thoughts were nearly always in Maine. “Just do the best you can, Jess.”

			“Have a safe trip and give Nathaniel my best. He’s always been really nice to me on the phone.”

			“That’s Nate. I’ll tell him.” A smile crept into his eyes. He gave Jessica several last minute instructions before ending the conversation and returning to the bedroom to pack a duffel bag. A third call, this one to a friend employed at a local airline, produced a victorious gesture and an emphatic “yes!” with the news that he was fortunate enough to have secured a Flex pass that would enable him to fly to Portland on a standby basis. According to his friend, there were, miraculously, plenty of empty seats. A final call to a car rental agency completed his arrangements.

			Within minutes, he was in a taxi to the airport, already formulating a plan for Celeste’s rescue.
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			Eric tossed his black duffel bag into the overhead compartment of the plane and dropped heavily into his aisle seat. He fastened the seatbelt and hoped that no other passengers would fill the two spaces beside him. A torrent of thoughts swirled through his mind and the last thing he wanted was to waste time on polite conversation. As he forced his body into stillness, he fingered the ruby ring, remembering the day Nathaniel gave it to him.

			They had narrowly escaped capture by Blackheart while leading the authorities to his lair. The villain paid the price for his crimes, deported to a penal colony for ten years. At the adventure’s conclusion, Nathaniel had called him into the cavernous room that functioned as his office and presented him with the antique ring that held magical properties. Eric had several times watched in wonder as Nathaniel used it to assume different forms and free them from dangerous situations. To receive it, and the power that went with it, was a mark of confidence and trust that Eric vowed he would never betray.

			The jet rumbled to its takeoff, the force pushing him gently back into his seat. He watched the desert mountains of Phoenix recede into the horizon as the plane turned into the dazzling morning sun, winging its way to Detroit. He would have a brief layover there before taking the connecting flight to Portland. A long drive from Portland to Camden would have him pulling into Raven’s Nest at a late hour. He closed his eyes in the vain hope that sleep would somehow cause the plane to fly faster.

			“Wake up.”

			His eyes flew open and he turned his head toward the sultry voice. “Raven!” He lowered his voice to a hoarse whisper. “What are you doing here?”

			Raven sat in the window seat, her shapely body clothed in a form fitting black pantsuit. A hint of cleavage peeked from the low-cut jacket and a mischievous grin curled her ruby lips. She rested her chin on her hand, her elbow on the armrest.

			“I am watching you and marveling at how noisy and ugly this mode of transport is for you humans.” She waved a finger in his direction.

			Eric glanced around in some alarm. He wasn’t exactly sure what he was afraid of, Raven looked fully human, very human… but…he wanted to avoid curious glances. “It works for us.”

			A light giggle floated into his ears. “Poor things.” She sighed and shook her head. “Consider for a moment. I am here while just a short time ago I was at Mattinack Rock Lighthouse.” She tossed her long hair behind her shoulders.

			Eric, instantly captivated, focused all of his attention on the beautiful woman beside him. He sat mute, a thousand questions leaping to his lips. He choked them all back.

			“I flew there for you.” A speculative and yearning look rose in Raven’s eyes. He wished, for an instant, that he could reciprocate her feelings. However, his heart currently resided in that lighthouse.

			She shot him a quizzical glance. “I doubt Blackheart will be willing to wait much longer for your presence.”

			“He won’t have to. That scoundrel has cost us all ten lifetimes of hurt. I’ll deal with him.” His voice sounded strange to his own ears. Cold, menacing, determined. He saw Raven’s eyes widen in surprise.

			Just then, two flight attendants pushing their cart of refreshments stopped at Eric’s row. “Would you care for something to drink, sir?” The young woman had a friendly smile, and for a moment, Eric was at a loss for words. He was unsure if Raven was visible to anyone but himself. He shook his head in the negative and cast a sidelong glance to the window. Raven edged toward him with a mischievous grin.

			“Miss, would you like something to drink?” Apparently, she could be seen.

			“Yes, thank you.” Raven’s grin grew wider. Eric’s heart pounded. He was afraid of this. She loved attention, just the thing he wanted most to avoid.

			“What will you have?” The flight attendant poured a drink for the passenger in the row beside Eric and handed it to the man.

			“That red one.” Raven’s nose wrinkled as she pointed at a can of tomato juice on the cart.

			“You won’t like it.” Eric whispered with a confident smile.

			The attendant obligingly poured it and handed her the cup, which Raven grabbed from her hand. She took a large sip, then began to cough and gag. Her mouth puckered in disgust and Eric quickly took the drink from her, eager to prevent a large mess and more unwanted attention. Impulsively, he gulped the juice and handed the empty cup to the astonished flight attendant. “She’ll be fine.” He stated with an assurance he was far from feeling. He was positive Raven would be fine, but not positive she would avoid a dramatic scene.

			The flight attendant turned away with an admonition for Eric to call if they needed anything. He devoutly hoped that would prove unnecessary.

			Raven shuddered and licked her lips with disgust. “How can you drink that vile bilge water?”

			He chuckled and shook his head. Her reaction to the juice was as violent as it was expected. “I’d have sworn I saw you drink it at Nathaniel’s. You hated it then, too.”

			Her dark eyes flashed momentary displeasure at his mirth, and then lit with amusement. Her airy giggle told him all was now well. “Never. I would have remembered such a disgusting experience.”

			Just as Eric opened his mouth to return to the subject nearest and dearest to his heart, Raven spoke, “Celeste is unharmed, as yet. I flew to the window and peered in. She is well and casting around for ways to escape.”

			A wave of relief washed through him at that statement.

			“On my way there, however, I spied Blackheart’s ship in the distance.”

			The relief dissipated.

			“I rested on a boom and heard him boasting of his plans for you, Nathaniel and Moriah.”

			Anger succeeded the relief.

			“Once he has finished hanging the lot of you from the highest yard-arm, he was most descriptive and joyful about his plans for Celeste.” Raven’s own voice now held contempt and anger. Eric’s eyes met hers and he blinked at the raw emotions and unspoken challenge he saw reflected there.

			“Raven. You will feast on his entrails. I promise.” At that, the gray mist reappeared, enveloping her as she disappeared from view. Eric fingered the ruby ring, lost in contemplation of Blackheart’s fate.
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			Four 

			Icy slivers of moon-light streamed through leaf laden tree branches, bathing the winding road in a ghostly hue. Eric guided the rental car with increasing speed toward the inn. The plane had landed in Portland late—a summer thunderstorm creating a backlog of flights. He knew his speed tended to lean to the illegal side; therefore, he fought the impulse to overdo it. Getting a speeding ticket would only delay him further.

			As he rounded the last curve before entering Camden, a beautiful white wolf materialized in the middle of the road. Eric instinctively slammed on the brakes, bringing the car to an agonizing halt, the tires screaming in protest. Piercing blue eyes stared at him as he threw open the car door and exited the vehicle. With stunning speed, the creature launched itself forward while Eric braced his body for the assault.

			“No!” In spite of his best efforts, the force of the beast’s running leap knocked him backward and onto the ground. Joyous nips made Eric laugh in spite of the situation, while the canine whining reached a fevered crescendo. “Asa, will you stop, please? I’m in a hurry.” Eric’s voice was breathless as he rolled over and attempted to extricate himself from beneath the animal’s weight.

			As he did so, the creature changed shape. A snowy haired young man stood before Eric, dressed in gray slacks and a white jacket, laughing and pulling him upward with a muscular arm. “I had you there, didn’t I, old friend?”

			“I certainly wasn’t expecting you.” Eric brushed the dust and leaves from his pants. An incipient grin danced around the corners of his mouth. “I should have known you’d pull something like that. Damn, it’s nice to be knocked on my butt by you again.” Eric held out his hand, but Asa brushed past it and wrapped his friend in a warm embrace and pounded his back.

			“It’s been much too long.” Asa’s smile evaporated into the night air. A grim look took its place. “Thanks to Sylvester, everyone in the house knows you’re on your way. I took the liberty of meeting you here.”

			“I’m glad. I need your opinion. I’ve been given Raven’s view of the situation.” Eric saw a shadow of something akin to sadness cross his friends face.

			“She still loves you.”

			That simple statement resurrected feelings of guilt and frustration in Eric’s heart. Asa suffered the pangs of unrequited love for Raven. While she always treated the wolf-man with sisterly affection, she had made no secret of her preference for Eric. Though Asa had never held ill will over the matter, Eric wished Raven would abandon her quest to conquer his feelings for Celeste and open her eyes to the reality of the profound love their friend carried for her.

			Eric sighed. “I wish she didn’t. You know I love Celeste. I always have and I always will.”

			“We’re a pair, aren’t we?” A shake of the head accompanied Asa’s sad smile. “Neither of us can have the women we want.”

			“Keep the faith, Asa. I intend to get mine and Raven may yet come around and see your distinct advantages.” Eric put an arm around his friend’s shoulders.

			“Perhaps. She is kind enough, but it’s apparent that her heart lies with you. But, enough of my affairs. Eric, Nathaniel is very ill.”

			They turned and walked slowly to the car. Asa opened the passenger’s door while Eric slid behind the steering wheel—his door still open from his hasty exit. The engine hummed.

			“How much do you know about all this? And just how sick is Nate?” Eric gave his friend a quick sideways glance as they fastened their seatbelts.

			“Enough to know that Blackheart is up to his evil tricks and that Nathaniel is no doubt the likely target for his vengeance. He is too ill to manage this crisis, Eric. I believe he longs to be with Moriah once and for all. If he can survive another trip through the portal, that is.”

			“Why didn’t anyone tell me Nate’s health had deteriorated?”

			“Why didn’t you visit and find out for yourself?” Asa’s voice held a sharp note of reproach.

			The question hit Eric with the force of a lightning bolt. Diana’s health had improved substantially over the past several months. He could have gone for a visit, so why hadn’t he? A maelstrom of sad emotions churned through him.

			“I suppose I was afraid.”

			“What?” The word sounded more like a canine yelp. “Afraid? That’s not like you.”

			“I was afraid that if I came for a visit, I would never leave. There was my mother to think of.” It was a relief to give voice to the feelings that had become so much a part of his life.

			“And now?”

			Eric looked over at his friend and saw the naked curiosity registered in his sapphire eyes and cocked head. “I don’t know. Time will tell.”

			They drove the rest of the way in silence. Soon, the car rolled onto the driveway and down the hill to the three-story Queen Anne mansion that sat back from the road under a canopy of trees. Picturesque turrets graced each end of the stone structure vividly reminding Eric of a fairy tale castle. As a child, he’d had no trouble imagining the inhabitants as dragons and princes in disguise with the occasional princess tossed in for rescuing. The reality of the place was so far in excess of his wildest imagination, it never ceased to amaze him. Nathaniel had been the one to name the house Raven’s Nest. He turned off the headlights, killed the ignition and sat for a moment, lost in a haze of happy memories of magical adventures. A sudden whine made him glance at Asa who had resumed the shape of a wolf and now pawed at the door.

			“What’s the matter with you? Why did you change form?”

			Canine eyes merely stared although Eric thought he could see a hint of a grin in the wolf’s panting mouth and gleaming teeth.

			“Coward.” Eric laughed and patted Asa’s furry white head. “Well, lead the way.” He exited the car and pulled his duffle bag from the rear seat; following Asa’s bounding lead up the stone steps to the massive oak door. There was no doorbell, even after all these years. He struck the massive ornate doorknocker several times and was startled in mid-knock when a diminutive, balding man opened the door. Asa ran into the house, brushing past the retainer who shook his head and barely managed to get out of the way.

			He stared for a long moment at Eric before recognition dawned in his green eyes. “Oh, Eric. My goodness, I didn’t recognize you. Come in, come in.” He grasped Eric’s hand and shook it vigorously, all the while pulling the younger man forward. “I’m so glad you’re finally here. Nathaniel will be so relieved. We’re all at loose ends here, since the news. Ah, I’m so sorry, but you’ll make everything right. Yes, you will.”

			Eric could not contain a grin. Sylvester remained unchanged after all these years. Good hearted and gentle by nature, Sylvester—Eric had never heard a surname—kept the house running smoothly and comfortably for everyone.

			As they strode through the open vestibule, their footsteps clicked over multi-hued tiles with geometric designs. Dark, rich cherry wood formed the wainscoting around an ornate fireplace in the living room and crown molding extended throughout the house. Chandeliers hung in each room providing a warm buttermilk glow. Stained glass windows lined the entryway walls adding to the elegance of the by-gone era’s architectural details. Period antiques filled the rooms, in keeping with the style and architecture of the building. Eric pinched himself as a reminder that he still resided in the twenty-first century and not the eighteenth.

			“Here, let me have your bag, I have your room ready.” Sylvester grabbed the duffel from Eric’s hand and jerked his head in the direction of the spacious spiral staircase.

			“Thanks, Sylvester. I want to see Nathaniel first, if you don’t mind.”

			“Of course, of course. What was I thinking? Tsk, Tsk. Would you like something to eat or drink?” Concern shone from every line of his face.

			Eric nodded. “That would be great. You used to make the best soup and hot chocolate, Sylvester. But I hate to put you out.”

			“Nonsense. You know better than that. I’ll reheat some of my clam chowder and brew a batch of hot chocolate with marshmallows. How’s that?” A smile lit the older man’s face like the full moon.

			“Terrific.” Eric grinned.

			“Nathaniel is in his study. Do you want me to show you in?”

			“Not necessary. I remember the way.” Eric clapped his shoulder warmly.

			Sylvester’s face radiated affection. “It’s wonderful to have you back, Eric. We missed you.”

			“I’m glad to be back. I missed all of you, too.” Eric saw the truth of Sylvester’s statement in the lighthearted footsteps and cheerful whistle of the elderly servant. He turned down the long, dark hallway carpeted in a faded blue print and walked quietly to Nathaniel’s door. He heard angry voices, but only muffled words made it through the heavy wooden door. One belonged to Nathaniel. The other, while vaguely familiar, was not immediately recognizable. He searched his memory, but couldn’t place it. He agonized for a moment about whether to intrude.
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			A large serpent coiled upon itself like a rope rested on an overstuffed chair opposite Nathaniel’s desk. It unwound its massive body slowly onto the wooden floor and before Nathaniel’s eyes changed shape into a powerfully built man with slick charcoal hair and ebony eyes that darted about the room.

			“You are putting Eric in danger again, Nathaniel. I won’t allow it!”

			“You have nothing to say about it, Seth. He is a grown man and makes his own decisions.” Nathaniel paced the room, his breathing labored.

			Dressed in an olive green form-fitting shirt and black pants, Seth sported a tattoo of a snake on his muscular forearm. He spoke softly with a slight lisp, drawing out the “s” sound, a testament to his serpentine nature. “Ssso, Nathaniel. Tell me sssomething I do not know.”

			Nathaniel sat down in the chair behind his desk, exhausted by the effort. “I’m sorry, Seth. I know you are concerned about him.”

			“When Diana took him to Arizona, it broke my heart, but I hoped it would be for the bessst.” Seth sighed. “I mussst admit to excitement in ssseeing him once more.”

			“Raven must be a comfort to you.” Nathaniel probed.

			“Raven? A comfort? You mussst be joking.” A harsh laugh sounded from the depths of the serpent man’s throat. “She isss afraid of me and sees to her own needs. I could only guide her development by virtue of my telepathic abilities.”

			“If she knew your true identity, she would lose her fear of you, Seth. She herself changes shape. She would understand your loneliness.”

			“I don’t need her pity, or Eric’sss. Or yoursss.”

			“You certainly don’t. You have enough for all three of us.” Nathaniel’s fist pounding the desk reverberated throughout the room. “I understand you better than you think, my friend. It is now time for you to end your self-imposed isolation and rejoin your family. Re-enter the world.”

			“Really, Nathaniel. I had no idea you had sssuch strong feelingsss about the matter.” A nascent smile played around the edges of Seth’s lips. “How would you have me do it?”

			Before Nathaniel could answer, a knock sounded on door. “Come in,” he called out. The door promptly swung open.

			Eric stood there, his eye brows snapped together in a frown. Nathaniel saw shock register in the younger man’s eyes as he took in every detail of his appearance and then turned his steady gaze to Seth.

			“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to disturb you, Nate. I—”

			“Nonsense.” Nathaniel, re-energized at the sight of Eric, stood quickly and strode to his side, enveloping him in a hard embrace. “Welcome home, lad.”

			After a bit, Seth cleared his throat. Nathaniel turned, drawing Eric to the massive desk, where Seth stood observing him intently. “Eric, let me introduce you to Seth. He is a resident here. I’m not sure if you remember him?”

			Eric held out his hand and the serpent-man shook it in a firm grip, his gaze trained on Eric’s face. “I wasss difficult to find.” Seth intoned in his soft voice.

			“I…I’m not sure. You seem familiar. I’m sorry.” A slight flush crept up Eric’s neck and face.

			Seth smiled. “Asss I said, I can be a bit of a recluse, and you may not have ssseen me. My preferred form isss that of a serpent.”

			A look of recognition dawned on Eric’s face. “Of course, now I remember. I’ve seen you once before, many years ago. I almost tripped on you as you slept. I believe I was chasing Raven at the time. I’m sorry to have forgotten it.” He smiled. “You’re a rather large python and I had no desire to disturb you.”

			“Underssstandable. I shall leave the two of you alone and will return to my quarters. Please, do not fear to visit me, Eric. It will be a pleasure to ssspeak with you.” They shook hands once again and Seth strode to the door, turning for one final look in Eric and Nathaniel’s direction. He opened his mouth to say something, apparently changed his mind, and closed the door quietly behind him.

			Nathaniel watched Eric carefully, unsure of what, if anything, he had overheard before entering the room. Seth had always been a protective and good friend, in spite of the fact that he and Nathaniel disagreed about the secrets Seth kept. Secrets of Eric and Raven’s parentage. He would not betray Seth’s identity and desire for privacy, but silently vowed to push the serpent-man in the direction of disclosure. Nathaniel worried about Raven’s emotional well being.

			He returned to his desk and sat in a high backed leather chair, gesturing to Eric to take the seat so recently vacated by Seth. “You made good time. Frankly, I didn’t expect to see you until tomorrow at the earliest. How did you manage it?”

			“Friends in all the right places.” Eric sighed. “I would have been here earlier, but the weather was bad.” His frowned. “Why didn’t you tell me you were so sick?”

			“You had your own troubles. How is your mother?”

			The frown turned to a bitter smirk. “Doing well. Her bridge club and social life have once more regained their accustomed high priority.”

			“She loves you very much.” Nathaniel stated with conviction. “She’s just unable to show it.”

			“Maybe. I don’t want to talk about her right now.” He rose from his chair and paced restlessly across the room. “I’ve learned from Raven that Blackheart is holding Celeste in the Mattinack Rock lighthouse. That island is like a fortress.”

			Nathaniel gasped. He knew all too well the exposed and difficult placement of the small island of Mattinack, a windswept thirty two acre chunk of granite eighteen miles offshore. Not a single tree or shrub existed there and fierce waves frequently swept portions of the rocky surface, moving the huge boulders into different positions.

			Nathaniel knew that Blackheart would have no difficulty defending such a spot and the enormities of mounting a successful rescue presented themselves in vivid detail to his mind. He rested his head in his hands.

			“Nate, we’ll get her back. Alive and well. I swear it.”

			Nathaniel felt Eric’s hand on his shoulder. He looked up at the young man he loved like a son and forced an uncertain smile. “You’ll need plenty of help and I’ll be going with you.” He reached up and squeezed Eric’s hand.

			“Nate, you can’t. Look at you. You’re weak. One more trip through the portal may kill you.”

			“I have no desire to live another day without Moriah, Eric. I will be fine if only I can return there. I’ve made a potion that I believe will exercise a protective effect for my body during the transition. I’ve made up my mind, in any event.”

			Eric resumed his pacing. For several moments, nothing was heard in the room except the sound of his footsteps. “You might never be able to return to the present. What about the house?” He stood opposite Nathaniel and bent over the desk, his palms resting on the sleek wood, his eyes unblinking, his face grim.

			Nathaniel had waited for this moment since Eric was a boy. He hoped the young man would respond positively, but regardless, his decision was irrevocable. Moriah had waited for him an unconscionably long time and he would not deny her again. “I’m giving Raven’s Nest to you.”
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			Disbelief inundated Eric’s body. He held his breath and shook his head, refusing to believe Nathaniel’s words. He backed into the chair that, thankfully, stood directly behind him. He sat down, keeping his eyes on Nathaniel.

			“Why?” He spoke the thought aloud, but wasn’t sure he wanted to acknowledge the implications of the bequest.

			Nathaniel sighed. “I’ve wasted too much time away from Moriah, Eric. I’ve tried for too many years to have a home in both worlds. This illness has clarified my priorities in ways that poor health often does.” He shifted painfully in his chair. “I’ve been the guardian and protector of the special inhabitants of Raven’s Nest for many years, but I can no longer function as well as I must. I suspect that if I do not return to the past, I may die and they will be alone at any rate.”

			The word “die” reverberated throughout Eric’s mind and heart like a funeral bell. Losing the one man that meant the world to him was unthinkable. At the same time, he was unsure that he wanted to live any longer in the twenty-first century. His love for Celeste was a powerful magnet to the past. He’d prepared himself physically and emotionally for the eventuality of living in 1718 during his adolescence and into his adulthood.

			However, he realized that the inhabitants of Raven’s Nest needed protection and care. The modern world, while not attacking them outright, nevertheless would certainly fail to understand or sustain their unique gifts and needs. He loved each of them as family. Another face appeared in Eric’s mind. His mother’s. Certainly, she could be annoying. Without doubt, she placed her own wishes above everyone else’s. However, he knew in the core of his being that she needed him. Every fiber of his body thrummed with rebellion, shock, and sadness. He wanted to run from the room, dive through the portal and feel the warmth of Celeste’s arms. If she still felt the same way about him. He shoved that awful thought aside.

			“What are you thinking?” Eric strained to hear the words coming from Nathaniel’s mouth. Worry etched the lines of his mentor’s face into deep grooves. He shook his head and shrugged. What could he say? What answer would he give? He hardly knew if he was standing or sitting, let alone what he needed to do.

			A timid knock sounded at the door, providing a welcome distraction from the storm of thoughts and emotions that raged through his mind and heart. It opened a crack and revealed Sylvester who cleared his throat diffidently.

			“Excuse me, Nathaniel. I have prepared Eric a light supper. I thought he may want to eat it before it gets cold.”

			“Yes, thank you, Sylvester. I’ll be right there.” Eric nodded and the elderly man disappeared in the direction of the kitchen. “Nate, I’ll give you my decision when I speak with Celeste.” He watched as a look of surprise widened Nathaniel’s eyes. “If she’ll have me, I want to marry her.”
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