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Time Walker Creed

We will risk all to protect the human race until the creature is destroyed and there is peace between the realms.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ONE

North Carolina, May 1718

 

Celeste sneered at the object of her hatred. The pirate captain—Blackbeard. Tall and confident in the dimming daylight, he gripped the hilt of his sword as he debated with the greedy merchant.

“Ye’ll have more than enough profit,” Blackbeard snorted. “And ye’ll see no better price from the British.” The hand on the sword flexed. “Take it or leave it.”

The merchant rubbed his hands together nervously for several seconds. “Done.”

Blackbeard’s reputation was well-known. He intimidated anyone who looked upon him, including her. But her anger was strong, her hurt raw.

Her hands squeezed into fists. Fingertips itched to embed a dagger into Blackbeard’s chest, but only after he revealed the whereabouts of his treasure. One day I will be the thing he fears. Her stomach clutched with murderous thoughts. A lady would not think such things. There was surely no hope for salvation.

“Come on, Cecil,” Gruber, the bo’sun barked. “There be work to be done, boy.”

“Aye,” she grunted.

Bare-chested, with a knife strapped to each bicep and a cutlass hanging at his hip, the bo’sun yelled too much and stank of scented oils they’d lifted from a British frigate. Like the rest of the haggard crew, he believed her to be a lad who’d lost his family and land during the War of Spanish Succession, a deception required to get on board ship. How she'd managed, filled her with amazement and a certain measure of dread.

Trudging up the plank to grab another sack, she narrowed eyes on the blackguard captain. The torches mounted on the rail kept back the darkness of night, but not the darkness in her heart.

“Gruber,” Blackbeard bellowed in a deep-timbered voice.

Celeste unsteadily heaved another sack to her shoulder, hiding her face as she passed the heartless pirate and his thunderous glare.

“Aye, Cap’n,” Gruber replied.

“I wish to make way afore we lose the tide.” Blackbeard lifted his nose into the salty air. “A storm is brewing. We needs be gone afore it arrives.”

“Yes, Cap’n. Move yer arses, lads. Blackbeard wants to set sail,” Gruber hollered.

And I want to see Blackbeard swinging from the mast on a short rope. Celeste kept the thought to herself, but the imagery in her head was vivid.

Blackbeard took his sloop Adventure and slipped out of port. He made haste in returning to the Queen Anne’s Revenge, the lead ship in his armada which sat anchored in the distance, silently awaiting his return.

The stench of dung rose from the hold where the livestock shifted restlessly. Four swivel guns on the plundered ship pointed at the dock. The trigger-happy pirates itched to fire upon the small contingent of armed townsfolk standing guard.

Sweat beaded her forehead as she grabbed one side of a barrel of flour, and another pirate the other. They set it at the top of the plank, and she rolled it to the deck and down to the accumulating contraband. Other members of the crew lowered boards by pulley into the hold to unload the traumatized livestock. During the voyage, she’d slipped unnoticed into the hold as often as possible to care for and soothe the animals.

One crew member handed over two jittery goats. She took the lasso and guided them to a young lad who waited anxiously on the dock.

Hours of relentless hauling caused a backache. Grainy eyes itched. Rubbing them caused blurred vision. Even the cramped quarters on the sloop and a threadbare hammock sounded good to her right now.

“One barrel left to unload,” Gruber said. “Get it done so we can haul anchor.”

Celeste rolled the last barrel to the dock, and the townsfolk scurried away with the goods. Blessedly alone, she glanced at the ship where the others readied to leave.

An eerie calm stilled the air. Her salty lips thinned. Shaking off the jitters, she breathed in a dose of fresh air before heading back to the ship.

A shadow moved in the corner of her eye then a dagger pressed against her throat piercing the skin. A trickle of warm blood dripped down her neck. The assailant looked like a cloud of peat smoke bundled into a person. Its black eyes had no substance.

Bedtime stories her papa used to tell her about wicked magickal creatures that snuck up on children at night played through her head. “What are you?” she said.

A crackling rumble came from him as he raised the other hand which held some sort of small pick. No doubt he meant to stab her with it. Celeste kicked out, catching him off guard. She dropped to the ground grabbing for the dagger in her boot.

Before she could grasp the handle, a tall, striking man engaged the blackness. With the grace of a sword master, he twirled and sliced off the assailant’s arm then his head. The bedeviled creature disappeared. Her brain barely pieced together what had happened, certain her tired eyes were playing tricks. Mere seconds expired until she stared into the frowning countenance and turbulent, brandy-colored eyes of the stranger. He raised two fingers to her temple and pressed.

“Cecil,” the bo’sun called.

Celeste jumped, dazed, and looked around. Why was she still standing alone on the dock?

“Get your arse up here or be left to swim with the fishes. We be breaking way. Release the bowlines.”

“Aye, aye, Gruber,” she yelled and raced to slip the lines loose before they pulled the plank.

The hi-jacked schooner and Revenge, the smaller sister to the Queen Anne’s Revenge, joined the rest of the flotilla. If the wind held true, it would take two days to reach New Providence. Celeste prayed for good weather.

She varnished and tarred over the caulk used to repair holes in the hull of the ship. A sailor’s life left her with callused fingers and dry, sun-drenched skin—conditions an upstanding lady should not have. A wig and gloves helped, but the coloring on her face and neck were hard to conceal when she wore a gown. The socialite women often stared and giggled behind their fans. Celeste wiped the sweat from her forehead. It would be worth it in the end. She hoped.

“’Twas a good voyage, boy.” Gruber offered a grimy smile. “I canna wait to get me a woman, though. Too long at sea can addle a man.”

She was not ignorant of the ways of men and women. Too often, men from the village where she’d grown up seduced young women into their beds, or behind the bushes. Not her, though. She was invisible to men’s eyes with her less than ample bosom and narrow hips. “Will be good to sleep in a bed,” she replied.

Gruber nodded in agreement. He had been instrumental in teaching her to become a better sailor, and how to survive on a pirate ship. With shorn hair, bound chest, and breeches and shirt two sizes too big, she played the part. Sadly, he’d been the closest thing she’d ever had to a friend. She gazed longingly at the flag ship for the armada. Her ultimate goal was to earn her way onto the crew of the Queen Anne’s Revenge. Only then would she find the opportunity to slit Blackbeard’s throat.

 

Two days later, the flotilla anchored off the reef at New Providence, and smaller boats loaded with provisions rowed to shore. The process took most of the day. The quartermaster, Mr. Pesto, was honest and fair in the division of gems and coins between the crew. That’s why he held the job.

Pesto tossed her a bag of coins as her share of the haul. She saluted him and stuffed the bag into her waistband.

“Come on, boy.” Spearman shoved her sideways. “I will show you how to be a man.”

Every jack-man headed straight to the brothels and bars when the armada anchored at New Providence.

Celeste shivered and covered her distaste with a snicker. “Seeing you rut with a female would blind me for certain.”

The others laughed. They walked into the forest of palm and coconut trees with her right in the middle as the men spoke of their expectations for the evening’s exploits. She stayed at the tavern through one round of drinks. Her fellow pirates became enamored with the floxy women and more rum, so she snuck away at the earliest opportunity to the other side of the island and the town where she temporarily resided.

Surging relief plowed through her nerves at the site of her Aunt Adele’s house. A small stream of smoke billowed from the chimney of the narrow, two-story structure, and a single candle flickered in the window. Rafael and Beatrice awaited her return, and she couldn’t wait to see them.

They were more than the servants she’d brought from France. They were family, the only family she had left in this wretched world. In her heart of hearts, she felt duty bound to see their lives were not forfeit for attending her on this wild trek, and that they never wanted for anything again.

Raising a shaky hand, she lifted the knocker. Her instruction to Beatrice and Rafael was to always keep the door locked. Le Crosse no doubt had his people snooping around the property.

The door creaked open. “Pleased to see you home safely.” Rafael greeted her with a kiss on the back of the trembling hand and a wink.

“‘Tis good to be home.” Native French spilled from her mouth as the door closed.

“I took the liberty of setting up the bath in front of the fireplace upon news of the fleet’s arrival.”

She sighed. “A bath sounds lovely.”

“You are home,” Beatrice said excitedly and crushed her in a hug. Her round face flushed from the dash down the hallway.

“I have missed you both.” Celeste pulled the smelly shirt away from her body. “Please soak these distasteful clothes in lye.” Unfortunately, burning them was not an option.

Celeste smiled as she eased her aching body into the steaming water, cursing the man responsible for her being on this blasted island. She longed for the small French town where she’d been born, the life she’d once had. To see her mother smile at the knotted, uneven stitches Celeste had sewn into a cloth while attempting to master proper technique.

The worst part of being aboard ship—the filth. Freshwater ran out quickly, leaving no clean water to drink or wash, sometimes for weeks. The pirate crews plied themselves with rum often enough. She hoped it wouldn’t be much longer before she fulfilled her vow and ended this quest.

“Blackbeard,” she spat. The bastard trusted no one, so she’d been unable to accomplish her goal. She leaned her head against the side of the tub and sighed.

Her mother used to scold her for worrying too much. “A lady should not have worry lines,” her mother would say.

Tears filled her eyes. It had only been a few months since she’d lost her mother and started on this vengeful trek.

Of course, she had worried. The stipend from her father ceased, and her mother’s weakened condition worsened. The duty to find ways to bring in food and money fell on her young shoulders. Her stomach grumbled as if the memories brought the hunger she’d battled, on days when food and money were scarce. Other women who were alone with no money sold their bodies. She chose to be a thief instead.

She closed her eyes and let the warmth seep into her bones, and tight muscles, loosening her body. Drifting in the place between sleep and awake, she had no worries.

A bright light flared behind her eyelids. Her mind flashed to the dock in the North Carolina port—a steel tip at her throat, a scream lodged beneath the fear—a dashing rogue. Try as she might, Celeste couldn’t conjure his face, but the eyes were unforgettable. A hand went immediately to her neck feeling the scab where the knife had broken skin. How had she forgotten?

No longer able to enjoy the bath, she rose from the tub and wrapped in the soft linen lying on the bed next to her robe.

“Food is waiting,” Beatrice called from the doorway.

“Mèrci, Beatrice. I’ll be out in a moment.”

At the small table in the sitting room, they ate soup while she regaled Rafael and Beatrice with splendid stories of her adventures as a pirate. Rafael brought missives received while she’d been away. She half-heartedly glanced at them. One, however, caught her interest—an invitation to a ball in two days from Pierre Le Crosse. A man of ill-gotten wealth, Le Crosse made his money in shipping and trade.

“Rafael, send word I will be attending the ball and set an appointment with the dressmaker for a re-fitting of my gown.” Weeks on board the pirate vessel whittled away at her less than adequate female form.

“Le Crosse is a blow-hard, a louse, a criminal,” Rafael said.

Celeste smiled at the gray-haired, loveable old fellow. “A ball will be an excellent addition to my plans. Why spend my coin if I can use someone else’s?”


 

CHAPTER TWO

Celeste arrived on foot, having taken the time to prepare herself for Le Crosse’s advances. He’d become increasingly bold, in spite of her efforts to dissuade him. His attention was more for the property she held than herself.

She could do this, she breathed. She would do this.

The plantation sat off the regularly traveled route, giving it an air of privacy. Soft music floated through the open doors, and people wandered along the terrace. Thin stalks of guinep and coconut trees cluttered the landscape. The guinep’s green fruits scattered the ground. Frangipani shrubs lined the stone walkway, the pinkish blooms’ sweet fragrance filling the night air. Bougainvillea vines spilled out the top of clay pots littering the terrace, their paper-thin petals in shades of white and yellow.

Celeste inhaled the exotic scents. They were a pleasant change from the smells of tar, varnish, rum, and waste she experienced for days on end while sailing on the Revenge. A warm breeze lifted the hair across her forehead. She closed her eyes and took another deep breath.

Her stomach twisted, and with a critical eye she observed her appearance in the window glass, hoping she’d pass for a woman who fancied herself the next mistress of the manor. Another lie.

The music sounded louder inside, and echoes of false laughter circulated the room. The polished floor gleamed.

Celeste unfurled her fan and proceeded to the room. She much preferred the delicate fragrance of the flora outside to the stale, stagnant toiletry waters worn by the shallow women cooing over every unattached man. A throbbing at the base of her head increased the stiffness in her shoulders. It was hard to believe she’d once wished for girls like those for friends.

Hanging from the ceiling were two large chandeliers. The candlelight reflected off the glass pieces, spreading a kaleidoscope of light to those below. Pierre Le Crosse navigated the room and all but swept her onto the dance floor.

“Monsieur, you should allow a lady to catch her breath.”

He brought her fingers to his lips. “Mayhap I want to take your breath away.”

His eyes twinkled with lust and her skin crawled. The expensively tailored suit fit his shoulders handsomely, screamed wealth, and hid the unsavory lout’s true nature. She removed her hand from his as the music ended.

“You have most certainly done that.” She waved the fan excitedly. “I should like a drink.”

“Allow me,” he said and guided her toward a lavish table piled high with island fruit and sweetmeats for the guests.

“Oh my,” she exclaimed and fanned herself. “This looks positively scrumptious.” The sickly aroma of the food mixed with the wine had her wondering whether weeks and weeks on the pirate ship eating slop had done severe damage to her palate and stomach. She thought she would retch at any second.

Le Crosse handed her a small china plate with little pieces of confection. She dropped the fan, letting it sway at the end of the rope around her wrist. He nodded to a passing servant, who bowed and placed a goblet of red wine in her hand.

“Your aunt so loved this vintage,” he said. “Let us drink in her honor.” He saluted with the goblet. She did the same.

The swarms of island aristocrats shuffled by chattering, oblivious to anything except the next person of import they would meet.

She nodded. “I was saddened to learn of her passing.”

His gaze shifted to her. “Fortunate, you have the house.”

“Truly a blessing,” she replied. An expensive blessing.

After her mother’s death, a letter reached Celeste from Aunt Adèle insisting she come live with family in the Caribbean. It included enough money for her passage. Word had reached her small village about the pirates in the Caribbean waters, and she was determined to seek revenge and justice. She sold the chalet and small farm to raise enough money to pay for Rafael and Beatrice to accompany her on the trip. Upon their arrival, she’d learned Adèle had died, leaving her the house.

Upkeep on the house took more money than she had so she dismissed her aunt’s servants and closed the top level. Le Crosse had been attempting to buy the property since she’d arrived.

“Is there anything else you need, mademoiselle?”

A long rope to hang myself. “No, thank you. I insist you see to your other guests.”

He sighed. “A host’s duties are endless.”

She smiled sweetly. “Yes, I am sure they are.”

“Until later.” He clicked his heels and bowed.

Thank the good Lord. Now I can get down to business. Celeste took a slow circuit around the room surveying every exit. The elaborate winding staircase led to the offices and sleeping rooms. Strolling outside the glass doors to the garden area, she studied the windows on the next two levels. The participants in the festivities hardly noticed her.

Back inside, she discarded the full plate and half-empty goblet on the tray of a passing servant and slipped outside.

A few stargazers lingered in the gardens and their laughter disturbed a couple who had snuck away for a quiet tryst. The woman straightened her corset and skirt. The man looked at her with adoring eyes before they headed back to the party.

How can they give so freely? The man will take and take and leave them broken.

Celeste liked being invisible. She did. Still, she tried to imagine what it would be like to have a handsome someone dote over her.

Music started, and guests wandered back inside. Lifting the voluminous skirts of the newly refitted gown, Celeste hurried down the steps and ducked behind a large tree. On a Caribbean island, it wasn’t hard to disappear into the jungle and find the place where she’d hidden the bag of clothes to change into.

 

Celeste’s eyes adjusted to the darkness of the office. She lit a candle to scan the room for anything of value. On the massive desk which took up the biggest part of the room, she thumbed through numerous invoices for goods purchased from a ruthless pirate who transported them from the West Indies—Blackbeard. No surprise there.

She’d heard talk of shrewd deals the pirate captain made with local merchants in various ports. Of course being a shady businessman, Le Crosse would capitalize on the opportunity.

Male laughter sounded outside the door. She blew out the candle and prayed they would move past. The handle jiggled, and the key scraped in the lock. Her breathing stalled. A strong hand clamped over her mouth and pulled her behind a curtain draped next to a huge cabinet. A sword brushed against her hip in the confined space. Sinewy arms encased her in a protective cocoon.

“Do not move. Do not breathe,” he whispered. The softly spoken words warmed her skin. Pleasurable sparks fired her blood causing an ache between her legs. She clenched her thighs startled by the strange reaction.

Through a part in the curtain, she saw Le Crosse smile and shake hands with Blackbeard.

“I may be leaving in a bit of a rush soon,” Blackbeard said. “So I’ll be wantin my share.”

“How soon?”

Blackbeard shrugged, lowered his bulk into a padded chair, and seemed to stare directly at her. “Two days.”

Two days? Celeste’s heart sank. She’d just gotten used to being on land again and feeling clean. Blackbeard’s mission must be important for him to leave so soon. Plans needed to be set before she returned to the Revenge.

“I see,” the Frenchman said. “I have the payment for our last transaction, but my ships have not returned from the Colonies.”

“When are they expected?”

“Perhaps another seven days.”

The man holding her shifted slightly, a reminder of her precarious predicament. His body heat seared through the flimsy clothes she wore. A woodsy scent circled her nose. It was inviting—intoxicating—unnerving.

“I shall see you again upon my return for the rest of the money.”

Le Crosse opened a safe, pulled out a small cloth bag and dropped it on the desk. The sound of the coins hitting the wood suggested it held many.

“It is my pleasure.”

Blackbeard grunted and snatched the bag from the desk, dropping it into an inside pocket of his imperial jacket. Le Crosse blew out the candle and the two men left the room.

Celeste pushed out of the stranger’s arms, snatched the dagger from inside her boot, and swung around to glare at him. He stepped from behind the curtain. “You!” she hissed. Her eyes widened then narrowed. “That night on the dock, there was a fog.” She shook her head. “Then a man through the smoke put a blade to my throat.” She touched her temple. “You fought and killed it—him.”

He straightened and crossed powerful arms over a handsomely broad chest. A steely gaze assessed her.

“Will you not speak?”

“Let us not get into the matter of why you are sneaking around in a man’s private quarters or the fact you climbed a tree and scaled a building to do it.” He stalked toward her. “I must get you out of here. You cannot go back the way you came in.”

Her chin jutted. “I can and I will go back the way I came in.”

She started toward the window.

The stranger grabbed her arms and shook, making her head joggle. “Don’t be a fool. Be still and listen.”

He moved silently to the window and peered into the night. “Death soldiers are waiting at the bottom of the tree.”

Gasping, she said, “More like the one who attacked me? Will they come inside?”

“No. They don’t like crowds,” he snarled. “On the divan you’ll find your dress. Put it on.”

“How did you get my dress?” She snapped her mouth shut and raised her dagger.

His brow arched, and the corner of his mouth lifted, silently mocking her feeble weapon.

“Why would you help me? You do not know me.”

“Put. It. On. Now.”

His body seemed to vibrate with power. If those soldiers were waiting for her to leave, she would need his help. Huffing, she marched to the squat piece of furniture. Casting a glance over her shoulder to determine the whereabouts of the beguiling man, she slid the dagger back into her boot. “You shall not watch.”

“Honey, I’ve already seen the goods. Get. Dressed.”

Anger heated her face. Who does he think he is to order me around? She turned away, and quickly pulled on the petticoat then removed the breeches. The corset would not be as easy so she stuffed it into the bag. Celeste untied the black shirt, letting it fall around her hips, before stepping into the gown. Pulling it up higher she gripped the yellow fabric with one hand and attempted to take off the shirt but fumbled with the awkwardness of the ordeal.

“By all the gods,” he growled.

On swift feet, he came to her, yanked the shirt over her head, and tossed it to the floor. “Now put the bloody dress on.”

“I need you to fasten the back,” she murmured with embarrassment.

With deft fingers, he buttoned the garment. “We are going downstairs and straight out the nearest door. Do you understand?”

“I am not deaf.”

“Daft is more like it,” he muttered.

“How dare you.”

He grabbed her arm, and none too gently dragged her toward the door. Carefully opening it, he peered out the crack to make sure the coast was clear. “Okay, come on.”

He grasped her hand and pulled her behind him, keeping his other hand on the sword.

“Why are you doing this?” she whispered.

“Later.”

He got them to the stairs which they descended quickly. At the bottom, he steered her toward the nearest exit. Before reaching the doors, however, Le Crosse called out.

“Celeste, there you are. I have been searching for you.” Le Crosse eyed the man’s hold on her hand. His brow went up. “You know Ravensdale?”

“Uh, yes,” she squeaked. “We are old family friends.”

The letch didn’t release her hand but bowed to their host. “It has been a nice gathering, Monsieur, Thank you for inviting us.”

“Certainly, you are not leaving so soon.”

“We have news to catch up on from home.”

“Pity.” Le Crosse took her available hand and brushed slippery lips against her fingers. “Mayhap next time we shall have a private dinner.”

His lecherous gaze slowly passed down her body. Her stomach soured. She forced a sweet smile.

The rogue said, “Good evening,” and without breaking stride, dragged her stumbling into the humid night and through the jungle some distance away from the mansion and the music.

Celeste yanked herself from his hold. “My things.”

He pointed a finger at her. “Wait here.”

“But—”

“Stay.”

He snapped his fingers and in the blink of an eye all that remained where he’d been standing were twinkling sparks. She tumbled back with the sudden disappearance. She felt her cheeks thinking she must have contracted an illness on the last trip. Illnesses happened. But a man disappearing into thin air did not.

He flashed back, nearly knocking her over.

“Where did you—How did—What are you?”

“I can explain, but we need to get to a more secure place.”

Knowing he was capable of physically dragging her and deciding she’d not make it easy, Celeste crossed her arms and said, “I am not going anywhere with you.”

Since a very young age, she’d had the ability to detect if a person told untruths. Concentration helped her compel another to speak truthfully. Her papa said it was part of what made her special, but he warned her to keep it secret. With a slight nudge from her mind, Celeste willed the man to tell her the truth. “I do not know you or your intentions, sir.”

His lips thinned. Blowing out a frustrated sigh, he said, “My intention is to save your ass, princess.”

“I am not royalty,” she stated.

“More of a royal pain in my—”

“How do I know you speak the truth?” she said, staring hard. Tell me the truth. What are you?

The man radiated power in his stance, his eyes. His brow hiked. “I’ve saved you twice already.”

Her head ached causing her to break eye contact. She’d never met a person who was immune to the coercion. She got no cooperation from this man.

Cinching the bag he still carried, he said, “We need to move. Now.” He marched off, moving with swift grace and glancing behind to make sure she followed.

Three dark forms materialized in front of him. Ravensdale dropped the bundle and drew his sword. In one smooth move, he sliced through the middle of one short, stocky attacker which turned to crystal-like pebbles and fell to the ground.

Confusion stole her breath. What was happening? Sandwiched by the other two, her rescuer laughed. The man was truly mad.

“Bring it on, scum.”

The fog was a physical part of the ruffians. They moved like smoke, sinuous and dirty, the edges of their forms constantly wisping away as if they didn’t belong here. But when they struck, their blows were solid as granite.

Swirling, Ravensdale lobbed the head from one stoutly soldier, and it evaporated with a brilliant light. The ground sizzled where its blood splattered.

Disturbed by the scene unfolding before her, she didn’t notice two more soldiers sneaking up behind until one grabbed her. She fought against his hold. “Let me go.”

She stomped on the attacker’s foot which surprisingly loosened his grip. She broke free and scurried to pick up a tree branch. The menace aimed a pistol at her.

“You go that way,” she heard one soldier say. He was different than the others, taller and no clouds of smoke. He looked…normal.

She held the branch high and kept switching her gaze from one to the other. “What are you?”

The smoky creature’s black eyes gleamed evilly. “The thing that keeps you up at night.”

She let out an unladylike snort. “Not likely.”

“Can I join in the fun?” Her savior’s smooth voice had a hard edge to it.

The more normal looking one said, “Bloodsport is one of my favorite games, time walker. Please, by all means, join us.”

The shadow creature lunged for her while his leader unsheathed a wicked-looking sword to engage in a fight with Ravensdale.

She swung the wood and banged the creature’s head. The strike was like hammering the mast on the ship. It growled but didn’t go down and lunged again. The gown hampered her movements, and the shadow kicked at her legs. She fell hard to the ground.

It jumped on top of her. Celeste kicked and punched until it grabbed her hands and pointed the pistol at her face. Sobered by the severity of the situation she ceased struggling.

“Rise,” it said through cracked lips. It stood but kept a tight grip on her wrists.

The other two swirled and slashed, each time clashing swords. Smiling the leader said, “It looks as though my associate has completed our mission. Killing you will be the coup de gras.”

His sword swung high toward Ravensdale’s neck. She cried out. He deflected the strike with ease and punched his opponent in the face.

“Associate? Is that what you call those rotting puffs? And here I thought you were just a glorified pet-sitter for Kur.”

“Victory will be mine this day,” the leader promised. The tip of his sword jabbed Ravensdale’s thigh.

In a quick move Ravensdale pivoted and sliced through the middle of the leader, who bled like any other man. Before severed completely in two, the blackguard disappeared with a pop.

The one holding her aimed the pistol at Ravensdale. She rammed an elbow into its gut. The shot ricocheted off a tree. Her rescuer threw a dagger, hitting it in the forehead. It disintegrated.

Celeste’s stomach heaved and she fell to her knees. “I feel dizzy.” Violent tremors rocked her body. Surely she must be hexed.

Ravensdale knelt beside her. “It’ll wear off in a few minutes. The close proximity of galla has that effect on humans sometimes.” He helped her up.

She scanned the area but saw no bodies. Her palms went to the sides of her head, trying to stop the spinning.

Ravensdale picked up the pistol and stuck it in his belt and retrieved her bag. “We need to relocate.”

Fear clawed at her nerves. Afraid to go alone, she said, “I have a house not too far from here.”

“Where?”

“Follow me.” She snatched the bag from his hand and stalked away, still a little woozy, but managing to stay on her feet.

Although Ravensdale’s leg bled, he did not limp. His strong jaw tightened as he watched the shadows. The sword clenched in his hand dripped with dark blood.

“Your leg is bleeding,” she said.

“It’s not bad,” he replied.

“What is your name?” she asked.

“Orion.”

“Ravensdale?”

“No, that was the name I used to get into the party.”

Nodding, she said, “I am Celeste.”

“The first time we met, you were dressed as a boy.”

She slowed her pace. “How did you know it was me?”

He stopped and stared down at her. “You have a very unique scent. I can smell you.”

She shook her head and started walking again. “I wear no perfume.”

He chuckled. “I wasn’t talking about perfume.”

“Then what?”

“Your blood, Celeste. Your blood.”
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Feral materialized on the black marble floor where he stayed while the rest of his wound healed. A rumble bounced off the walls of Divinity, the king’s palace in the Underworld.

“Again, you return empty handed.”

Feral raised his head searching out his leader. Kur sat on the gleaming golden throne illuminated by torches on either side.

Ever the dramatic. Rising off the floor Feral said, “We encountered a time walker.”

Flames shot from the torches and took the shape of dragons as they sped toward him. He remained immobile, not daring to move. His eyes grew wide, and Kur smirked.

The dragons and flames dissipated inches from him. He brushed the dirt off his pants. “New power, my lord?”

“I have been developing it. You did not seem frightened.”

Feral shrugged. “I was shaking on the inside.”

Kur burst into laughter. “You are very cocky, commander. But you have lightened my mood.”

“Always happy to serve,” Feral replied in a dry tone.

“Where are they at present?”

“A Caribbean port. I heard some talk in the local pub about pirates and booty taken from Spanish ships.”

“Pirates. The Caribbean. I lost my last commander in those waters many years ago.”

“My predecessor?”

“Yes.” Kur frowned in his direction. “Shame too. He got the job done.”

“As will I.”

“See that you do. Or the next time, I might not be so forgiving.” The flames in the torches shot ten feet in the air and the rumble in the room became a roar.

“Damn time walkers.” Feral scowled and left the room.


 

 

CHAPTER THREE

“My blood?” Celeste squeaked.

“It’s what draws them to you.” They approached a house on vast private land. He grabbed her arm. “Wait.”

Orion released the cinch on his powerful senses. When certain of no immediate danger he said, “Let’s get inside.”

“What do you mean my blood draws them?”

He heard Celeste’s heartbeat quicken, smelled the sweat beading on her skin.

A sharp knock had the door opening to a startled elderly man. Orion quickly drew a sword.

Rushing to the man’s side Celeste cried, “No! Rafael is family to me.”

Orion sheathed his weapon, turned, and latched the door. To the gentleman he said, “Go through and check the entire place to make sure all the windows and doors are secured.”

“Please do as he asks, Rafael.”

Rafael frowned but left to carry out the duties.

“This way,” she said and led him to a quiet room. “Please be seated.” She settled herself on a padded chair, hands fidgeting in her lap. “So, tell me about these soldiers.”

This human knew more than she should. The go’ras—mind swipe—erased memories or at least that was its function. Yet it had not worked on her. “You never explained why you were aboard a pirate vessel dressed as a boy.”

“’Tis business of my own.”

Evasion and more nervousness. His long legs carried him around the room as he examined the fine wooden furniture, the elaborate paisley curtains, and fingered petals of flowers flowing from a vase on the table. One hand held a sculpted dagger with precise balance, and a specially crafted blade. He tossed it in the air catching the handle every time.

In French, he said, “I hear a French accent when you speak. Is that where you were raised?”

She rose. “Why do you expect answers and yet give none yourself?”

“It may be important.” He strode to her, stopping with only inches separating them. The dagger flipped in the air. The heat from her body seeped through the silk fabric of his shirt. Her blood seduced him in ways he’d never experienced.

Flip. Flip.

“Must you continue tossing that knife? It unnerves me,” she said.

“Your scent is unusual.” He reached up and released the comb tangled in her hair. The long curly tresses fell to delicate shoulders. He grabbed a handful and brought it to his nose. It was not human hair. A wig? Curious.

Breathlessly, she said, “What are you doing?”

He dropped the hair and with the same hand caressed her cheek. “Trying to discern what makes you so alluring.” He leaned forward and brushed the side of her neck with his nose and lips. A gut-wrenching need roared to life, encouraging him to rid their bodies of barriers and delve into the forbidden.

“I do not understand.”

Frowning, he said, “Neither do I.” He pulled back, needing the distance to think clearly.

This was a damnably odd situation. He flipped the dagger end over end. She was a direct descendant of Lord Sin, the Moon God. The blood scent was strong, and it flowed with mysticism and magick.

But he also detected something bizarre—a sour/sweet tinge—that attracted and repulsed. He’d never encountered anything like it.

Rafael entered the room. “I thought you would like some tea.”

Celeste went back to being mistress of the house and hostess. “Mèrci, Rafael. Set the tray there.”

Orion’s body tightened at the soft sound of her voice. Blood rushed through his system straight to his cock. This human should not affect him, but she did…on many levels.

“Oui, mademoiselle.” The older man placed the tray on the table. “Do you wish me to stay and serve?” He cast Orion a wary glance.

“I don’t suppose you have anything stronger,” Orion said.

“I have spirits if it is what you prefer.”

“I prefer,” he said.

“Please bring Orion a glass of brandy.” Her gaze focused on the trickle of blood soaking his pant leg. “And some water and bandage for his leg.”

Rafael bowed and left the room after giving him another scathing glare.

“He does not trust me,” Orion said when the man exited the room.

“He has no reason. Nor do I.”

“I suppose you’re right.”

“You are a stranger to me.” She poured from a dainty teapot. “You show up when these soldiers appear.” Taking her cup, she moved to sit by the window. “You are demanding and order me about as if you have a right.”

“To save your life. You seem to forget that part.”

The intriguing female sipped her tea. “No, I do not forget it. But you have not told me why.”

Running fingers through his hair, he worried over why the go’ras had not worked

“What are you?”

She whispered the question, and it felt like a caress on his skin. He’d swear she had his ability—the ability to project into the mind.

“A warrior.”

“Something more,” she said.

He inclined his head. He was first generation immigrant on this world, and prince to the royal line—a title that carried much responsibility and expectation—one that he didn’t feel worthy to hold.

Sighing, she rose and placed the cup on the tray. “It has been a long, disturbing day.”

“That it has.” It was time to perform the go’ras again. He reached up and touched her temple, but she didn’t fall instantly under the suggestive sleeping spell so he could wipe her memories.

She slapped his hand away. Moving out of reach, she said, “I will show you to the door.”

“I’m staying,” he responded in a no-nonsense tone.

She stiffened. “I have not invited you to stay. You will leave.”

“No.” He liked the way her skin colored when she got angry.

“I cannot believe the liberties you take, sir. You are no gentleman.”

His brow rose. “I never said I was.”

“Mayhap the word warrior has a different meaning to you. Do you use it to put those around you at ease and off guard?”

“I use it because it is the word you understand.”

“I am no simpleton.”

“I think you are many things, but I haven’t figured them all out yet.” She was an amazing puzzle.

Flip.

Her head snapped up, and she narrowed eyes at him. “Why do you want to?”

“Something is wrong here. I need to discover the truth of it.” He needed to find out why the go’ras failed both times. These anomalies plagued their society—affecting the structure of his people’s abilities—causing tension and fear among the populace, and headaches for the Pantheon.

In an exasperated tone she said, “You are a difficult man.”

Rafael appeared. “Your drink, sir.”

Orion smiled and downed the brandy. “Thanks.” He handed the glass back.

“It seems we will have an unwanted overnight guest, Rafael.” She sneered sweetly. “Have Beatrice bring some linen.”

And she was gone, along with all the air. He flipped the dagger a couple of times. His chest felt like an empty vacuum, and his cock was hard as stone.


 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

Celeste stretched, happy to be rested and in a clean, comfortable bed. Today she needed to don her man clothes and mingle with the other sailors to hear Blackbeard’s plans. He’d told Le Crosse he’d leave in two days. It was a disappointment.

While her share of the pirate booty had been ample, she needed more money to manage the upkeep of this house, buy food, and provisions. She’d hoped to steal valuables from Le Crosse. That hope thwarted by the arrival of Orion, the cur who insinuated his person into her life. 

Extra money was cloistered away to take her, Rafael and Beatrice to one of the colony ports after she completed her mission. She smiled. Blackbeard’s treasure would ensure they live out the rest of their existence in peace and happiness.

Her happy disposition changed at the thought of her intruder/savior—Orion. His refusal to provide answers annoyed her. After her abilities surfaced, papa told tales of magickal people who lived in the clouds. Her people he’d said though she hadn’t understood it. Mayhap Orion was one of them.

The smoke creatures came from below, a place where evil planned ways to steal special children and make them disappear forever. Papa warned her about them. She frowned. But she was no longer a child. Why would they want her?

Beatrice entered the room. “Did you sleep well?” She opened the curtains to let the light in.

Celeste blocked the blazing sun with her hand. “I do so miss sleeping in a stationary bed. The roiling sea is not always comforting.”

The other woman smiled warmly. “Would you like to dress before the meal?”

Celeste stretched her arms and moved the covers to rise. “No. I need the man clothes. I must go to the other side of the island today. I heard Blackbeard plans on leaving soon and I need more information.”

“I will be glad when you do not leave on these long voyages,” Beatrice said.

“I too will be happy when this is done, Beatrice.”

Beatrice bowed her head but glanced at her with quiet eyes under brown lashes.

“What is it?”

“Must you finish this plan? What would your mother say if she were here?”

Celeste walked to Beatrice. “I must do this. It is the one thing I am certain of.”

Beatrice nodded. “I will tell Rafael you are going out.”

A short time later Celeste ventured downstairs to the dining room. A frown furrowed crevices on Rafael's face. "Beatrice said you are going out today.”

“Yes.” She placed the linen cloth on her lap.

“Do you think it wise?”

“I need information,” she replied.

“You should not go alone.”

Celeste stared at her longtime friend. “I have been going to the other side of the island by myself for….” Realization struck. She growled. “Where is he?”

Orion strolled into the room. “He is here.”

His smooth voice made her shiver, but her anger took over. “What nonsense did you tell Rafael?”

Orion crossed his arms. “It amazes me how you conveniently forget I saved your life, twice.”

Rafael’s gasp had her narrowing her eyes at Orion before turning. “Do not be concerned, Rafael. They have mistaken me for another.” She was certain that had to be the case.

“Twice?” Orion said dryly.

She growled again and thought she heard him laugh.

“I will be fine. Please make sure Beatrice gets the things I asked for.”

After a quick glance at Orion, Rafael bowed and left the room.

She rounded on the warrior—intruder. He had changed into a short-sleeved white shirt, leather vest, and fresh breeches. Two swords slung across his back and there was a tattoo on his arm she’d not noticed before. She wondered where he’d gotten the fresh clothing. “You will leave this house now. You will not interfere with my plans.”

“What plans?”

Celeste sat back down at the table and continued her meal without responding.

Orion pulled out a chair, turned it, and straddled the seat, resting his arms on the back. “What plans, Celeste?”

“I have duties to perform today.” She tried to ignore him, but he would not go away.

“Great, I’ll go with you.”

She slammed her utensil, and it clanged off the plate. “You were not invited. It is bad enough you dragged me out of the party which no doubt will serve as fodder to the gossip mongers. I will not allow you to follow me around.”

He shrugged. “I can go where I like.”

She could not have him following her and interfering. Despite what he believed, those soldiers must have the wrong person.

A lady holds her temper. Deciding on a softer approach she said, “Fine. I will tend to my duties with Rafael and meet you here this eve. Will that suffice?”

“Hardly,” Orion snorted. “Rafael may be okay serving tea, but do you really think he could fight off what attacked you? Would you risk his life?”

Must he always say the correct thing to make her change her mind? She wiped her mouth and rose to leave the room. “If you plan to follow me, keep your distance. And for all that is holy, do not speak to me.”

His laughter trailed her all the way to her room.

 

Orion followed discreetly, holding himself back when the aggravating little piece ventured deeper into the jungle, shimmied up a tree, and threw down several large, yellow jakfruits.

“I see you don’t just climb trees to break into buildings. You do it for food as well.”

She bent down to pick up the fruit, stuck her nose in the air, and walked briskly away.

He’d not had so much fun protecting a human for many centuries. Orion couldn’t wait to see what trouble she’d get into next.

He stayed cloaked in the trees while Celeste walked along the beach toward a spot where several moored skiffs bobbed in the water, and pirates languished.

The salt air and smell of the sea called to him. The soft motion of the water lapping the shore as it deposited the sea’s treasures. He always managed to visit locations near large bodies of water, whether on purpose or by chance. His heart pumped rapidly at the thought of jumping aboard one of the brigantine ships and sailing into the open sea. Unfortunately, his life as a time walker prevented it.

Celeste strolled up to a group of men on the beach. A few lay on the sand with women draped over them in various states of undress. Orion was amused at the way Celeste kept her eyes averted while speaking with the others. Prim and proper.

Two men got on either side of her and put their arms around her shoulders. One gestured toward the women and nudged Celeste in their direction, his ale sloshing into the sand. She put her hands out and shook her head, but they persisted. The other bent his head and put a filthy mouth close to Celeste’s ear.

Orion frowned. A murderous rumble stirred deep in his chest. Thunder clouds surged across the sky in a wave of their own.

He wanted to march out there with swords drawn and slice the barbarian’s arm off at the shoulder.

A lightning bolt streaked through the stormy clouds.

The pirate had to be blind not to notice the subtle way Celeste’s waist curved in, the slight flare of womanly hips. The fool was too boggled by liquor to smell her intoxicating scent. Daft bastard.
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