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In the Year of Our Lord 1715, July 31, Off the Shores of Cape Canaveral, Florida

      “Well, we learned a vital lesson here today, me mateys. You canna keelhaul a demon no matter how hard you try for it. The rotten crafty beastie bastard won’t be having none of it.”

      Half the crew turned to stare agape at Captain Paden Jack. The other half rolled their eyes and cursed him, then questioned his saintly mother’s impeccable reputation, as well as the legitimacy of his parentage and all his intelligence.

      If they weren’t about to die, he’d take a mite more offense to their sordid insults. But right here, right now, as he looked past them and saw the great, heinous monster what was rising up from the darkest swirling depths off their port bow, insubordination seemed like a wee bit of a petty concern.

      Never in all his years at sea had Paden beheld anything like its twisted, inhuman form, and he’d seen quite a lot. Its leathery skin literally boiled and caused the water ’round it to bubble with the same noxious fumes – a fetid sulphuric stench that exploded the moment it contacted the fire left from all the attempts they’d made to lay the beast low.

      Nothing had worked. Not a single trick.

      His quartermaster staggered back. “The sea is the devil and that wicked bitch takes pity on none.”

      Aye, Paden couldn’t agree more. They were done for. To the watery locker they be headed, with every last man-jack here.

      At least those who weren’t headed straight for hell.

      Strange how he felt no fear, what with his assured damnation looming. And he should. You’d think what given the sins of his past and all the things he’d done in this life, they’d be haunting him now. Yet all Paden felt was an untoward kind of peace with it all.

      This was the way of it. He’d known this day would come for him – sooner, rather than later – the heartbeat he’d accepted his destiny by taking up his mother’s sword and embracing the blood that flowed within him. It always did for ones such as he. His only regret was that he’d be taking his crew with him for the journey down.

      And that he’d be breaking his promise to marry Letty on his return. But the greatest burn of all was that his poor baby sister would be left alone in this world, with none more to look after her.

      That his great, horrific burdens would now fall to her tiny shoulders.

      Damn shame, that. Cammy deserved better than what the fates had dealt the lass. They’d be coming after her now to pick up the mantle their ancestors had cursed them with. But there was no use lamenting for it. God and all His saints had turned a deaf ear to his pleas and prayers long ago.

      His quartermaster, Edmond, passed a sorry stare to him before crossing himself. “What be your orders, Captain Jack?”

      “Abandon ship, Mr. Symmes. Save as many as you can.”

      It wasn’t until after Symmes had relayed those orders that he realized Paden had no intention of joining them in their escape.

      Safety wasn’t his calling this day.

      Instead of trying to find room on a dinghy with the others, Paden was rolling barrels of gunpowder closer to the port bow, where the beast still tried its best to devour them whole.

      “Captain? What are you about, man?”

      Paden handed his quartermaster his cutlass and flintlocks. “This fine ship be me ladylove – me one true mistress and owner of me hell-bound soul. It’s me duty and honor to escort her to her final destination. And be damned if I’m letting that bastard there have her without taking a piece of him with us. Get yourselves safe. Think naught of me anymore, Mr. Symmes. God be with you as I know He’s never been with me.”

      His gaze sad, Ed hesitated. But a moment was all he had, as the demon slammed against the ship, knocking her sideways and causing her to list. “It’s been me privilege, Captain.” He held his arm out to Paden.

      “Mine as well.” He shook Ed’s hand. “Now off with you, quick.”

      Ed ran as the ship tipped dangerously, spilling more men over her side.

      Retrieving the linstock from the deck where one of their powder monkeys had abandoned it as he fled for the dinghies, Paden waited until the last of the boats had dropped. He pulled a striker and flint from his pocket and lit the cord so that he could ignite the powder.

      The demon started after his fleeing crew.

      “Hey now!” he shouted at the beast. “Where do you think you be headed, you filthy, odiferous bung!” He waved the linstock over his head to get the demon’s attention back on him as he struck the side of the ship with the end of it, making as much racket as he could.

      It worked.

      Snarling, the demon turned and, with a hell-born cry, made straight for Paden.

      His heart pounding in anticipation of what was to come, he waited for their inevitable confrontation.

      This time, the beast dared to climb aboard.

      That’s it, ye filthy bastard. Come get some of me. Leave me crew in peace. 

      With no real form, the gelatinous mess slithered across the deck and rose up before him with dark, soulless eyes.

      Refusing to show his fear, as it would only make the beast stronger, or to back down before it, Paden stood his ground with every bit of grit he possessed. “Aye, you want me, don’t you? You know what I am, and I know ye for the evil in your heart.”

      Possessed of great bulbous eyes, it slobbered and drooled and reached with one taloned hand.

      Just as it would have slashed him open, Patrick Michel Alister Jack lowered his linstock to the keg of gunpowder that lay between them and set the barrel ablaze.

      The last sound he heard was deafening, and it ended with a bright flash and one massive explosion of pain.
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In the Year of Our Lord 1716, Jamaica

      “Way I hear tell it, that one’s so bad, he whups his own arse thrice a week.”

      Eyes wide, Cameron Amelia Maire Jack burst out laughing at the unexpected, dry comment she overheard above the raucous tavern voices and music. Until she caught sight of the man it was directed toward. That sobered her quick enough.

      Holy mother of God…  

      There was no way to miss that giant mass of human male as he swept into the crowded room like the living embodiment of some ancient hero.

      Nay, not a hero.

      A pagan god. 

      At least six and a half feet tall, he towered over everyone else there, and had a shoulder width so great he was forced to turn to the side to come through the doorway, and stoop down lest he decapitate himself with the thick, low-hanging beam. A feat he accomplished with a masculine grace and swagger that said he’d done it enough that it was habit from years of experience.

      Which made her wonder how many times as a boy he must have whacked his head afore he learned to instinctively duck like that.

      With a quick swipe of his massive hand, he removed his black tricorne hat and tucked it beneath his muscled arm, exposing a thick mane of unbound, wavy sable hair that gleamed in the dull candlelight. He held a set of rugged features that appeared chiseled from stone – in perfect masculine proportions.

      Never in her life had she beheld his equal in form, strength, or grace, but it wasn’t just the unexpected sight of him. He possessed that raw, commanding presence that was unrivaled by king or commander. An air of noble refinement that was offset by an aura of bloodthirsty intolerance, cool indifference, and utter ennui.

      He was lethal, no doubts there. Beguiling. More than that, he was an enigmatic study of warring contradictions that quickened her heart a lot more than she wanted to admit to anyone, especially herself.

      In a festering den of inhospitable inequity and evil, this man reigned as its supreme emperor. And while his two companions were dressed in brightly colored brocades – like the other vain occupants of the room – this one, in stark contradiction, wore a somber black wool coat, breeches with plain brass buttons, and an unremarkable dark brown waistcoat. Even his cotton shirt and neckerchief were as black as his hair and boots. Like a Quaker… and yet his demeanor and weaponry said he didn’t partake of their religion or peaceful ways.

      The only color on his body was the bloodred hilt of a barbarian-styled cutlass. And a flashing ruby signet ring on his pinky that caught the light.

      But for his fierce stance, deadly demeanor, and the firm hand that stayed planted on the hilt of that sword, he could easily pass for a respectable man. Nobleman even.

      Until one met that cold, dark, intelligent gaze that saw everything around him to the most microscopic detail.

      She could literally feel him tallying the strengths of everyone in the tavern and sizing them up for their every weakness of character and physical flaw…

      As well as their caskets.

      He was exactly the kind of unnerving male that caused her and Lettice to draw straws on his entrance back home in the Black Swan to see which of them would be stuck for the night waiting on his table.

      And Cameron always cheated to make sure she wasn’t the one left with it. Something that would bother her conscience a lot more but for the fact that it was Lettice’s father who owned the Swan, and while Nathaniel Harrison would guard his daughter’s reputation and well-being, he wasn’t nearly as circumspect when it came to hers. Especially when placed against his need for profit. He’d sell all but his daughter for that.

      Even his own mother, and probably his wife to boot.

      Not wanting to think about that, Cameron scowled at the men flanking the newcomer. His companions were much more the typical pirate or privateer fare one would expect to find in such a sordid place. The one to his right had a mane of long brown hair he wore tied back in an impeccable queue, along with a well-trimmed beard, and eyes so light and merry a blue they glowed in the dim light. Each of that man’s fingers held an ornate ring – no doubt plunder from some unwary ship he’d raided – if not some unfortunate corpse. Still, he seemed amicable enough.

      While many Caribbean pirates had a tendency to pierce their earlobes, this one had chosen to place a small gold hoop in his left eyebrow, just off its arch. His elaborate burgundy and black coat was widely cut at the waist – in the latest fashion craze. And where the beguiling and dangerous captain had chosen a plain black neckerchief to wear, this pirate’s cravat was stark white silk, and trimmed in layers of decadent lace.

      The man on the left was dressed in a peacock blue silk coat that covered an insanely ornate gold waistcoat. One so fine a silk that it shimmered in the light like water. He wore a small white wig that concealed his hair color, but judging from his skin tone, dark eyebrows, and the careless whiskers that dusted his well-sculpted cheeks and jawline, she assumed his hair was as dark as his captain’s. Yet where the captain had a set of coal black eyes, his were a deep shade of hazel blue.

      While his mood and countenance weren’t as dark and sinister as his captain’s, he was nowhere near as jovial as their companion, either. She’d guess him as the quartermaster.

      Or a hangman.

      The three of them swept past her without so much as a glance in her general direction, letting her know they saw her as no threat whatsoever – which was fine by her. Last thing she wanted was to be crossed up with such terrifying and deadly men.

      They made their way to the back of the tavern to an empty table. The large, burly guard who’d been keeping it reserved for them inclined his head, then went to fetch their drinks.

      Something he returned with so quickly that it no doubt set a speed record for the inn. From her years of working in such an establishment, she knew it said much about his fear of angering the three newcomers, and even more about their temperaments and personalities. These men did not like to be kept waiting, nor did they want to be interrupted once settled.

      For the first time, Cameron’s courage faltered as she watched the men begin a private and intense whispered conversation.

      What are you doing, Cam? 

      This was what she’d come for – to speak to Captain Devyl Bane and enlist his aid.

      Maybe it’s not him. 

      She knew better. He was just as he’d been described. Darker than sin and more dangerous than dancing with the devil’s favored handmaiden. There was no one else it could be. The witch-woman had told her to look for a captain who’d take her breath and leave no doubt in her mind that he was the bane of the devil himself.

      That definitely described the man in the center of the other two.

      No one could be deadlier or more sinister.

      “Greetings, governor. You be wanting some company, like?”

      Cameron winced as an attractive prostitute plunked herself down on her lap. Because Cameron was dressed as a man and passing herself off as one so that she could travel unmolested and with ease, the prostitute had no idea she was wasting her time there.

      Grinding her teeth, Cameron caught the woman’s hand before it drifted to a part of her body that would scandalize them both. Cameron shook her head sharply.

      “What? You mute?” She reached to touch Cameron’s face and smiled wide. “That’s all right, love. Don’t be needing no words for what I do best, no ways. Fact is you be getting more your money’s worth if’n we don’t be speaking no how.”

      Cameron caught the woman’s wrist again and reminded herself to toughen her voice and lower it an octave. “Not interested, me sweet. You’re not me type.” She cast her gaze meaningfully toward the three men.

      The prostitute laughed. “Ah… can’t says I blame you there. They each be so fine you can’t help but crave a bite of those backsides and pray for lockjaw.” With another winsome smile, she sighed. “Best of luck to you, mate. Way I hear tell it, though, you don’t got a chance with none of them.”

      And with that, she left Cameron’s lap to pursue another, more probable client.

      Taking a deep breath, Cameron debated the sanity of seeing this mission through. It was obvious that the three men had no desire to be approached by a stranger.

      In fact, they appeared to be arguing.

      Heatedly.

      This is all kinds of insanity… 

      But Cameron Jack was not a coward.

      Maybe a little? 

      She shushed the voice of reason in her head that told her to run for the door before they gutted her. Jacks aren’t craven. Now get in there, me girl.

      Scared and breathless, she forced herself to her feet and crossed the room, trying to exude a confidence she definitely didn’t feel. Her legs trembled as sweat beaded on her forehead and upper lip.

      For a moment, she feared she’d faint.

      You can do this. Don’t you dare back out now. Patrick needs you. You’re all he has in this world… 

      The moment she neared them, they fell silent and all three pairs of eyes pierced her with a malevolent glare she was sure had turned lesser beings into stone.

      Or, at the very least, caused them to soil their breeches.

      Captain Bane took a drink of his ale before he spoke in a voice so deep, it rolled out like thunder over a dark, stormy cove. “May I help you?”

      She took a nervous step forward.

      The brown-haired man pulled his sword and angled it at her neck. “That be close enough, lad. Declare yourself.”

      She cleared her throat and met the captain’s gaze levelly. “I was told that you’re Captain Bane?”

      Without confirming it, the one she was sure was he brushed his thumb over his bottom lip. “Why do you seek the good captain?”

      “I was told that he… or you, rather, were part of the salvage for the Plate Fleet that went down?”

      His mate stood and, with his sword, forced her to step back. “We know nothing of what you speak.”

      Too late, she realized that they probably mistook her for one of the king’s pirate hunters who’d been tasked with going after the raiders of the sunken ships and their cargos. “It’s not what you’re thinking. Me brother was on one of the ships.”

      Bane reached out to touch the man’s hand and force the point of his companion’s sword toward the floor. “And?”

      “I was told he went down with his ship.” She choked on her tears that threatened to overwhelm her. Ever since she’d heard about her brother’s fate, she’d been unable to cope. Unable to breathe. Not after all the two of them had been through together. “Please. I have to know the truth.”

      The wigged man spoke with a degree of sympathy in his voice. “Only one ship made it out.”

      “Aye,” she whispered. “The Griffon. He wasn’t on that one. His ship was the San Miguel. He was the captain of it… Patrick Jack.”

      Bane’s gaze softened. “Sorry. The captain didn’t make it out.”

      As they began to ignore her, it angered her to be dismissed so casually, and Cameron stepped forward again. “If what you say is true, then can you explain this to me.” She tossed the bit of salvage that had been delivered to her door with a note from her brother.

      It skidded across the table to land beneath the candle in front of Bane.

      He and his companions froze for a full minute as she held her breath, waiting.

      It was a worthless trinket that made no sense whatsoever. A strange bit of a charm designed in the shape of an ornate cup, with a pair of wings rising over the rim and a stake with ribbons that fell from the bottom of it. And marked with a fleur-de-lis in the center of its bowl. While it was pretty enough, she had no idea why her brother would have sent such to her. Why he would even bother.

      Never mind anyone else. It would be all kinds of cruel were it a hoax.

      The captain scowled at the necklace charm, but made no move to touch it. “Is this supposed to mean something to me?”

      She shrugged. “No idea.” Slowly, she approached the table and held out the note that had been wrapped and sealed around the item. “This was what he used to hold it and send it to me.”

      Bane took the crumpled parchment from her hand and read it. The letter was simple and heartbreaking. One she’d committed to memory.

      
        
           

          Cam,

           

          Forgive me for leaving you as I have. Know that me loyalty is with you. Always. Listen not to anyone. Keep your weather eye to the horizon and this to your bosom. Tell no one that you have it. Not even Lettice. Trust none at your back.

           

          Ever yours,

          P.J.

        

      

      With a gruff countenance, Bane returned it to her. Again without touching her or the necklace charm. “And so what’s the first thing you do with this?” he mocked.

      He was right. She’d done exactly what her brother had instructed her not to do – she’d handed it over to someone she didn’t know. “True, but I have to find me brother, sir.” She turned the letter around and pointed to the top of it. “Note the date. It’s months after they went down, and he supposedly drowned by all accounts. Yet if he drowned, how did he send it to me?”

      A peculiar light flickered in Bane’s dark eyes. One that made them appear almost red in the candlelight. Surely an optical illusion of some kind. “Who told you to come here?”

      “A witch-woman named Menyara. She said that you’d be able to help me find me brother.”

      He let out a fetid curse under his breath. It was so foul and guttural that it caused the man on his left to snap to his feet and step away from him, as if fearing an imminent attack of some sort from his captain.

      “Who’s Menyara?” the man asked.

      A tic started in Bane’s jaw. “Don’t ask questions you don’t want answered, Will. And pray to your God that you never meet that bitch.” With a dark, deadly grimace, he finally took her trinket into his hand to examine it more closely.

      His expression unreadable, Bane met her gaze. “Did she see this?”

      “Nay. Only the letter.”

      “Why did you show it to me, then?”

      “I… I’m not sure.”

      He flipped the trinket through his fingers several times while Will slowly returned to his seat.

      “What are you thinking, Captain?” the one in the wig asked.

      “All kinds of folly.” He paused to meet the man’s curious gaze. “I commend her to you, Mr. Meers. Take her to the ship.”

      “Beg pardon?” He scowled fiercely. “What she be this?”

      The captain screwed his face up at him. “Are you dafter than a doornail, son? Our little Cameron Jack here be a lass as sure as I be your devil’s bastard seed.”

      Both of his companions gaped at him, then her.

      And she returned their slack-jawed stares without blinking or flinching. “How did you know that?” No one could ever tell she was female whenever she disguised herself as a lad. It was a ploy she’d been using ever since her parents had orphaned them when she was a small girl. A ruse Patrick had insisted on to keep her safe from harm, and under his nose so that he could watch after her.

      Bane scoffed as he reached for his ale. “Never try to fool the devil, love. I can see right through you. Besides, no man has an ass that fine. If he did, he’d serve to be changing my religion on certain things.” He took a deep drink, then inclined his head to his companion. “See her to the ship, Bart.”

      Bart hesitated. “Are you sure about that?”

      “Aye, and settle her in private quarters for now. Make sure the others know to leave her in peace or face my full wrath.”

      Bart saluted him. “Aye, sir.”

      “And Mr. Meers?”

      He paused to look back with an arched brow.

      “I expect on my arrival to the ship to find the lass as virginal after parting your company as she is on leaving mine right now.”

      Bart let out an irritated growl. “I hate you, Bane. You live only to suck all the joy out of me death, don’t you?”

      He snorted. “Pray that joy is the only thing I ever strive to divest from you, my friend. The day I seek greater entertainment than that is the day you should live in absolute terror of.”

      “Duly noted, and me testicles have adequately shriveled back into me body so as to pose positively no threat whatsoever to the fair maiden in boy’s clothing.”

      “Good man.”

      “Eunuch, you mean.”

      “And well you should remain, lest I make that condition a permanent one.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain.”

      Terrified by the thought of being alone with them and their crew, but too desperate to let her fear interfere with her need to find her brother, Cameron reached for her letter and medallion, praying with everything she had that this wasn’t a mistake.

      Please God, protect me. 

      Swallowing in nervous apprehension, she nodded, tucked away her possessions, then followed the captain’s mate.

      Devyl sat back to watch them leave. He cut his gaze toward his quartermaster. “What?” he snapped at Will.

      “As I value me own testicles… not saying a single word, Captain. Just sitting here, nursing me rum.” He held it up pointedly before he took a swig.

      Devyl snorted at him. “Hope you find more courage than that for the task we have ahead of us.”

      “No fear there. Have more than me fair share. But you forget that I’ve seen you in a fight. And I’m neither fool nor drunk enough to think I can take you. Besides, you cheat and bite.”

      Those words pulled a rare laugh from Devyl. It was one of the reasons why he’d chosen Will as his quartermaster. Unlike the rest of his crew, Will was unflappable and bolder than he should be. He maintained his composure, good nature, and calm rationale under even the most harrowing of events. And he did so with a biting sense of sarcasm and gallows humor.

      More than that, Will was as courageous as stated. Courage mitigated only by a sound ability to reason and measure the merits of confrontation.

      Aye, William Death was one of the best men Devyl had ever fought with. It would be an honor to die by his side instead of the way Devyl had been gutted before…

      “Permission to speak freely, Captain?”

      Crossing his arms over his chest, he leaned back to pin a sinister glare on Will. “If you’ve the backbone for it. Go on…”

      “Just wondering what mind you have to be bringing a human on board our bewitched ship.”

      “Did you get a look at what her brother sent her?”

      “The meaningless bauble?”

      Devyl scoffed. “And you’re the one who claims to be the faithful religious man between us.”

      “Meaning?”

      “That bauble, as you claim it, Mr. Death —”

      “Deeth,” Will corrected under his breath. It was ever his pet peeve that they didn’t pronounce his name with a long e as opposed to the way it was spelled. Though why his ancestor had chosen to be so antagonistic with either the spelling or pronunciation was anyone’s guess.

      “Death,” Devyl repeated incorrectly, as he was ever a cantankerous bastard, “is from the sword of St. Michael.”

      “Which one?”

      He reached to flip at the silver medallion that hung off a leather cord Will had wound about his left wrist. “That winged bastard creature you believe protects and watches over you.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Neither do I. But until I do, I thought it prudent to put her under our guard lest something foul decide to make her its next supper.”

      “And if that something foul proves to be a member of our crew?”

      Devyl allowed his eyes to flash to their natural red state. “They would have a bad day, indeed… My mood, however, would be vastly improved by their act of blatant stupidity that would result in my natural retaliatory act of extreme and unholy violence.”

      And speaking of… 

      The hairs on the back of his neck rose as he felt the hand of unsavory evil prowling toward the tavern.

      Scowling, Will glanced about. “Do you feel that?”

      “Aye. It’s come ashore as I said it would.” And headed for the largest gathering of victims… just as Devyl had also predicted.

      Meanwhile, the humans in the tavern went on, oblivious to the malignant force that was headed for them.

      Devyl rose, intending to keep them in their ignorance. But he only made it halfway to the door before it opened and three plat-eyes came in, wearing the skin of regular sailors.

      Will pulled up short behind him. “Sailors from the downed fleet?” he whispered in Devyl’s ear.

      Devyl gave a subtle nod as he debated how best to deal with the unholy bastards who’d come to feast on the innocent and take their souls back to feed their mistress. Part of being a bound Hellchaser was to let no one know that neither he nor Will had come to battle these demons.

      Unfortunately, the plat-eyes didn’t have a Code they were tied to. They passed an evil grin to one another, then went on a vicious attack that resulted in the three humans closest to them being ripped to shreds.

      Utter chaos exploded as the humans sought cover and escape.

      Devyl cursed as he was forced against the wall by the tidal wave of terrified humans who were hysterical over being trapped inside by inhuman predators. With their preternatural abilities, the plat-eyes had sealed the door so that no one could flee them.

      They thought to feast tonight.

      Groaning and shoving at a drunken male who was trying to reach a window, Will made it back to his side. “What do we do, sir? I can’t get near them for the crowd.”

      Devyl pulled his coat off with a flourish, then handed it to his quartermaster. “Have I ever said how much I detest the sound of screaming humanity?”

      “Really? Rumor has it, it was once your most cherished melody.”

      Hitting the release for his sling bow, Devyl passed an annoyed grimace to him. “Nay, the sweetest music to my ears has always been the death gurgle of an enemy slain at my feet as he gasps his last breath.” Completely calm, he loaded the small bolt and released it straight into the skull of the nearest plat-eye.

      The beast fell back and exploded into a black cloud.

      Stunned, the other two turned to gape at Devyl. Then they must have realized who and what they faced.

      Their eyes widened in unison before they shifted into wolf form and ran for the door.

      But Devyl’s power was greater than theirs and he held them inside.

      Will grinned. “That got their attention, Captain.”

      As soon as the plat-eyes realized they couldn’t escape, they shifted into their true hideous demonic bodies. Then they each split into three more beasts to attack.

      Will cursed. “Vulnerable spot?”

      “Between the eyes. Decapitation.” Devyl caught the first one to reach him and twisted his head off. “But it won’t kill them.”

      “Pardon?” Will visibly paled.

      He took out two more before he turned to face the man. “Creatures of vengeance and lapdogs. These are shadow manifestations.” He caught a fourth one with his knife and drove it straight through its skull. “To kill them for good, we have to find the bodies they assumed when they entered this realm and destroy them.”

      Will growled before he drew his sword and dispatched the one that came at his back. “I hate me job, Captain.”

      Devyl finished off the last, then quickly spread a compound of yew, salt, and ground jasper over the doorframe. That would keep more plat-eyes from coming inside to prey here again.

      Will retrieved Devyl’s coat and rushed to join him as the crowd began to realize the danger had passed. Now, they wanted answers neither of them was at liberty to give. And before the crowd could compose themselves further, Devyl and Will made a fast exit.

      Outside the tavern, the moon had turned an eerie bloodred, and clouds hung thick in the sky, making it even darker.

      Handing the coat to Devyl, Will grimaced. “So those are not the beasts we seek either?”

      Devyl shook his head as he shrugged his coat on. “They’re merely servants.”

      Will winced. “In our last few months together, I have seen unbelievable things that appear to have been spat out of hell itself. And I can’t help but wonder just what exactly does the Carian Gate hold back from this world, if we haven’t seen it yet?”

      Fastening his cuff, Devyl met his worried stare with a knowing smirk. “The most corrupt, horrifying evil that ever gurgled up from the farting arse of the cosmos.”

      “Lucifer?”

      He snorted and clapped Will on the back. “We should be so lucky. Nay, Mr. Death… what’s coming up from the sea makes Lucifer look like a petulant, harmless child.”

      Will crossed himself. “What exactly is it, then?”

      Devyl sobered at the memory as a wave of bitterness and fury washed over him and burned him to the core of his blackened and withered soul. “In short, Mr. Death… my ex-wife.”
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      Cameron had to struggle to keep up with Bart’s long, forceful strides that she was beginning to suspect he did apurpose just to wind her. “So how long have you served on Captain Bane’s crew?”

      He cursed her under his breath.

      Again.

      Honestly, she was beginning to develop a mental disorder over it. And an extreme case of paranoia.

      “How many of these questions do you plan to assault me with, lass?”

      “I know not. But I should like to have an answer to at least one of them… eventually. And before I die of frustration from it.”

      He ground his teeth so furiously that she could actually hear them gnashing together. “Would it perchance stop this aggravating deluge?”

      “Might quell it some.”

      Clasping his hands behind his back, Bart slowed as they finally approached the docks and gave her a sideways glare. While not as breathtaking as the captain, he was exceptionally handsome with those piercing eyes. “All of us are new to the ill-tempered captain’s company.

      He assembled our crew a few months ago.”

      “What happened to his old crew?”

      The moonlight cast spooky shadows over his sharp features, turning them sinister and cold. “There are many questions that are best left unasked, my lady. And that particular one definitely tops the list.”

      Perhaps, but it wasn’t in her nature to let things rest. “Did pirates kill them?”

      He gave her a sardonic smile.

      “They say he ate them.”

      Cameron jumped as a thickly accented French voice came out of the shadows next to her. With an undignified squeak, she rushed to the other side of Bart, who laughed at her actions.

      “Leave off the lass, Roach. Captain’s orders.”

      “Lass?”

      “Roach?” she asked in perfect synchronization with his question as the man stepped into the light so that she could see that he was a few years older than Bart. And quite a bit shorter.

      Nowhere near as fashionable in his dress, he had a simple linen cap and a shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, held there by a bit of leather cord. And while he had a neckerchief, the collar of his shirt had been left unbuttoned and open so that the cloth was wound about his neck and not his shirt. His brown gloves were as worn as the dark red waistcoat he left unbuttoned. But the most curious thing was the whip he had around his tan-colored breeches in place of a belt.

      Nor did he carry a sword. Rather, he had a baldric that secured a small double-headed hand-axe to his left hip. And now that he was closer, she realized he had flesh-colored vambraces…

      Nay, not vambraces. They were cleverly disguised dagger sheaths, which was why his shirt was tied up at the sleeves. That allowed him access to the hilts that were on the inside of his forearm and tucked into the crook of his elbow.

      Very, very peculiar.

      Bart rubbed at his brow. “Milady Cameron Jack, meet our resident cockroach, so named for the shadows he calls home and the way he scutters about them and sneaks up on everyone. Some claim so that he can cut their throats for profit and theft.”

      The Frenchman made a rude sound of disgust. “Ignore the mannerless, motherless snipe. Armand de la Roche at your service, madame.” He clicked his heels together and gave her a proper court bow that was completely at odds with his shabby, careless clothing. “Enchanté.”

      “Merci, monsieur. Ravi de vous rencontrer.” 

      Covering his heart, he acted as if he savored every syllable. “You speak beautifully and yet I detect a hint of an Irish lilt in your voice.”

      “Me mother was French and me father Irish. They brought us to Virginia when I was a small child.”

      “Us?”

      “Her brother.” There was a note of ice in Bart’s tone that Cameron didn’t quite understand. “Now, Roach, if you don’t mind…”

      He stepped in front of them to cut off their path. “Pardon, Monsieur Meers… mais you do not want to be doing that.”

      “Why ever not?”

      “There is a bit of a calamity onboard. It would appear as if le soul has gone a-missing… again.”

      “Ah, dear God.” Bart appeared sick to his stomach.

      “Oui! Exactement!” 

      Cameron scowled at them. “Soul?”

      Bart let out a long-suffering sigh. “Not even sure how to begin to explain this… one of our crew —”

      “Absalon le lune —”

      Bart grimaced at Armand. “He’s not crazy. Per se.”

      “Ja, he is!”

      Armand’s use of German amused her.

      “Anyway,” Bart said between clenched teeth, ignoring him. “Sallie is under the stupidity that his soul was somehow sucked out of him and trapped inside an old rum bottle by a malicious witch.”

      Cameron gaped incredulously at the utter travesty of that belief. “What? Why?”

      Bart gestured helplessly. “We’ve learned not to ask these questions, as they lead us into a realm of madness from which there’s no escape. And let’s face it, reason and logic abandoned this crew long ago. Therefore, we don’t judge each other over the insanity, for there’s not a member here who isn’t a bit… touched in the head and peculiar in the ways.”

      “That is also true,” Armand agreed. “But more so than any other, Absalon is… how do you say? A moonbug?”

      She arched a brow. “Moonbug?”

      “Lunatic,” Bart said with a grimace. “Roach screws up about half of everything he attempts to say. English is not his native tongue. Stupidity is.”

      Roach made a sound of supreme irritation. And an extremely vulgar gesture that left Cameron wide-eyed and gaping – and she’d grown up an orphan, working in one of the most dangerous taverns in Williamsburg, frequented by scoundrels, pirates, and known rabble-rousers. In fact, she prided herself on being jaded and worldly for her age. Yet these men made her feel rather naïve and prudish.

      Suddenly, she heard a loud whooping sound that was followed by cackles of raucous laughter.

      “Ach, now! Ye faithless, motherless dogs! Give me back me soul! What’s wrong with the sorry lot of you! What kind of cretin bastards be stealing a man’s soul now, I ask you?”

      Bart groaned out loud and slapped himself across the forehead. “I can’t believe I died painfully in order to deal with this shite. I think I’d have rather stayed in hell. At least there, I only had Lucifer and his demons to contend with, and not the Devyl’s bane and his idiots. No offense, but our Devyl scares me a whole whopping more than Old Scratch. Bastard’s deadlier too, and more cantankerous. Never do you know what’s going to set him off. Or how he’ll react to anything.”

      Laughing, Roach clapped him on the back. “There, there, mon ami, ca c’est bon! ’Tis better than hell, anyway.”

      The look on Bart’s face contradicted that as he rushed forward to deal with the thunderous voices.

      Cameron stayed back, unsure of what exactly she was getting herself into on this quest to find her brother and return him home for Lettice, and her own personal sanity and safety. Time was running out, quickly, for the lot of them. Paden had left them all in a bad situation, and he had no idea of it.

      Nathaniel had taken ill a few weeks back – as had Lettice, yet Lettice’s illness had turned out to be an unexpected pregnancy only she and Cameron knew about. The girl was to have Paden’s baby, and if he didn’t return in the next few months to make an honest woman of her, there would be hell to pay for the whole lot of them. No doubt, Nathaniel would take his anger over his daughter’s unwed pregnancy out on Cameron’s head if he couldn’t locate her brother. There was no telling what the surly man might do to her in retaliation.

      Nor did she wish to find out. Nathaniel barely tolerated her presence in his inn and tavern as it was. Only his fear of Paden kept him in check.

      If he learned Paden was dead and that her brother had left Lettice in a bad way… 

      Nathaniel would pull his protection of her, and Cameron would be penniless, homeless, without friend or family. Alone in a world that didn’t look favorably upon anyone without means, references, or prospects.

      Those thoughts scattering, Cameron slowed as she neared the ship and saw the extent of the crew’s utter madness. Men, and women who were dressed as men – so much for her being original – were chasing each other around the deck of the ship as they tossed an old amber bottle among themselves to keep it from the hands of a middle-aged seaman who stood an inch or two shorter than Cameron.

      With a scruffy dark beard that was liberally laced with gray, he appeared affable enough. Why they sought to torture him, she had no idea.

      Bart let out a fiercely loud whistle. “What manner of blatant stupidity be this? Are ye all daft? Or just wanting your enemies to sneak up and cut your throats while you’re all distracted and screaming about like a bunch of weak-kneed trollops?”

      Strangely amused and equally terrified of this group, Cameron stayed on the dock and watched as Bart slowly subdued them and collected the poor sailor’s “soul” from a large Maasai warrior before returning it to the distressed man.

      “Zumari!” Bart chided the warrior. “I can’t believe you of all the ones on board would partake of such cruelty.”

      “I’d have never, had he not started in on me first!” Zumari’s voice was as deep and lyrical as Bane’s. But his mood was much lighter, in spite of the fact that she held no doubt he was every bit as lethal in a fight.

      Cameron was just about to head onboard the ship to join them when she became aware of a small group of soldiers nearing her.

      Grim-faced and heavily armed, they stalked past her with a determined stride that didn’t bode well for whatever target they had in mind.

      It froze her instantly.

      A good thing, too, since that target turned out to be Bane’s crew.

      Stepping to the side so as not to be in the middle of whatever mal intent they had, she caught the feral grimace on Bart’s and Zumari’s faces the moment they saw them that said they were both a bit put out at the way fate had decided to treat them this night.

      With his legs braced wide apart and his arms crossed over his chest, Bart met them at the top of the gangway and refused to allow them access to the deck of the ship. “What can I do for you, gentlemen?” The icy tone of his voice undermined the cordial words. As did the number of crewmen who came to stand behind him as reinforcements.

      The soldiers didn’t flinch, especially not their leader, a dark-haired bloke who bore a jagged scar over his left eye that said he was lucky to still have it. Unlike the others, he wasn’t dressed in uniform. Rather, he wore the clothes of a well-dressed port official, or another privateer captain. “It was brought to our attention that you came into port earlier this day without colors or jack. We’re here to inspect your papers and whatever cargo you might be carrying.”

      Bart curled his lip. “On whose authority?”

      Their leader didn’t flinch or back down. “Are you refusing to show your papers?”

      “I don’t bow to a common pirate hunter, if that’s what you be asking, Barnet. You can take your men now and begone from this ship. There are no pirates among us. You’re wasting your time and ours with this useless endeavor.”

      “If you know me, then you know I won’t be leaving here until I see that paperwork.”

      A slow, insidious smile spread over Bart’s face as Zumari stepped closer to back him. “Wouldn’t be taking that wager, were I you. But I’ll be taking odds on your leaving with disappointment in your heart, any day. Thrice on it today.”

      Just as the notorious pirate hunter Jonathan Barnet began to bluster in argument, a deep, resonant voice came out of the shadows. “There a problem? And the correct answer is nay, Devyl, there is not.”

      The color faded from Barnet’s face as he turned slowly to see Devyl Bane and William Death parting from the fog on the docks. They walked past Cameron without acknowledging her in the least – which was fine by her since she didn’t want to be under anyone’s scrutiny while they were embroiled in this bit of heated controversy. Best to keep a low profile – that was the first lesson she’d learned as a girl after the death of her parents.

      And how Captain Bane’s voice traveled so effortlessly without his raising it, she had no idea. Yet it held that chilling, commanding tone and hung in the air like the voice of some ancient war god.

      “Captain Bane,” Barnet greeted with the smallest hint of a quiver in his own throat. “This be your ship?”

      “Don’t make a habit of trespassing on other men’s vessels.” The way he said that conveyed an insinuation that he wasn’t talking strictly about boats. “Now get your mud-laden boots off her boards, as your mere presence here offends me to the core of my being, before I seek to teach you the manners your mother should have.” He didn’t pause to even look at Captain Barnet. Rather, he kept walking straight past the entire group as if they were of no consequence or concern whatsoever.

      Barnet took a step forward, but Bart and Zumari blocked his path to prevent him from following after their captain. “You have a new crew… ,” Barnet said.

      Bane didn’t so much as glance back at the infamous pirate hunter. Instead he made his way straight to his cabin.

      William, on the other hand, paused at Bart’s side and turned to smile at Captain Barnet and his men. He fussed at the cuff of his jacket in the manner of a jolly fop. “Greetings, Johnny. Catch any scary pirates lately?”

      Color returned to the pirate hunter’s cheeks to darken them with a sudden rage. “Looking for Captain Cross. Heard he’d made his way into our waters. Him and Jean St. Noir.”

      William tsked. “Does this look like the Fickle Bitch or the Soucouyant? Barnet…” he chided. “I’m highly offended. Our lady ship’s offended.” He tsked at the group with Captain Barnet. “Best you go on before Bane hears of this and takes a sword to you for the insult to our lady’s honor. This be a first-rate man-o’-war here, not some half-rigged sloop or frigate. He won’t like that slight… not at all.”

      Grimacing, Barnet swept his gaze across the silent crew who stood around to back their quartermaster. “There’s something not right about the lot of you.”

      William winked at him. “There’s something not right about the lot of the world, mate. We just embrace our natural differences with gusto.”

      And with that, Captain Barnet and his soldiers finally departed the gangway.

      William followed them down to the dock as if to ensure they left the area and didn’t double back in an attempt to sneak aboard some other way.

      Cameron didn’t move until after Captain Barnet and his men had vanished into the night.

      “Did they scare you, ma petite?”

      Cameron let out a startled shriek at the voice that manifested right beside her ear. Jumping away from it, she turned to see a peculiar man standing so close that she could feel his breath on her flesh.

      His skin was a rich caramel color, stretched tight over a body that rippled with defined muscles the likes of which she’d seldom seen on any male – Captain Bane notwithstanding. And that wasn’t the only peculiarity he possessed. His black hair was cut short and worn spiked atop his head in a strange, unique style.

      And those eyes… 

      Merciful heaven!

      They were unlike any shade she’d ever beheld in her life, especially with the rest of his coloring. A cool, steely blue, they had a deep grayish cast, and yet… 

      The color truly defied explanation. More like a silvery storm on a dark, sinister sea. In a weird way, it reminded her of how the parson and his scriptures described the color of the pale horse that Death rode in the Apocalypse.

      Stranger still, the sleeves of his black linen shirt were rolled up to his elbows, displaying that both his forearms were covered with scrolling black tattoos that appeared more akin to a second skin color than actual ink.

      He quirked one finely arched eyebrow at her continued silence. “Devil got your tongue?”

      She shivered at the sound of his voice. “That is an incredible accent you have there. Wherever are you from?”

      His smile turned warm and charming. “A place I know you’ve never heard of. Wyñeria. The accent’s a form of Igñeri… Island Carib.”

      He was right about that – she’d never heard of his homeland before. But over the years, she’d learned of many different towns and small islands in the Caribbean. “Which island?”

      “Let’s just say it’s between Trinidad and Tobago, and keep it at that.”

      “Leave off our new crew member, Kalder. Captain’s orders,” William said as he joined them.

      His tone wistful, he spoke to Mr. Death in a lyrical language Cameron had never heard before, then he headed for the ship.

      She scowled as she realized Kalder was barefoot, with no stockings. As with his arms, his legs from the knees down held peculiar scrolling tattoo marks.

      “What did he say?” she asked William.

      “Not fit for repeating to a lady, me love. Afraid you’ll find the majority of our crew isn’t the most refined of creatures. Kalder Dupree is one you’ll be wanting to give a bit of a berth to.”

      “Why? He seemed cordial enough.” If not a bit unnerving with his silent movements and piercing stare.

      He winced. “If you keep going on what things seem to be, child, rather than what they really are, you’re in for a long haul with this group.”

      A sudden whistle rent the air.

      Before she could ask about it, William took her arm and ran with her for the gangway. He all but dragged her onboard while the crew scrambled as if they were making sail in the dark.

      William didn’t slow until they reached the mainmast, where Kalder stood next to an even more peculiar-looking man. This one was tall and lean, with a bare chest decorated by animal bones, beads, and feathers strung together to form the kind of adornment she’d only seen worn by certain Powhatan tribal elders who came to trade with merchants in Virginia or meet with town officials. Yet that and the feathers strung to his staff and beaded armbands seemed at odds with his long, dark blond dreadlocks that were favored by some of the islanders she’d met on this latest quest. And he’d painted his face like no one she’d ever seen. Not shaman or warrior. Meanwhile, he wore the breeches and boots of a fine European nobleman and the sword of a Saracen nomad. Truly the man had a style unique unto himself.

      “What is it?” William asked them as he let go of her arm and moved to stand beside the strange man.

      “There’s an ill breeze blowing off the port bow.” The man glanced to Kalder. “Reeks of what we’re charged with policing.”

      Kalder rolled his eyes. “I think the fetid bitch just wants to make sure none of us sleep tonight.”

      He snorted at Kalder’s rude words. “I’m not the one you need to fear, brother.” He jerked his chin at something behind Cameron. “Sancha appears to have been ass-up in Nelson’s Folly a bit early tonight.”

      Cameron turned to see an exceptionally tall and gracefully lanky woman headed for them. Her long, curly black wig was askew as she weaved across the deck, making her way for the steering wheel. Without a word, the woman clapped a hand to Kalder’s shoulder as she attempted to step around them, fell against him, then righted herself. With a kiss to his cheek, she pushed herself away and fell against Bart, who then helped her stand upright. How the woman could make her drunken dance appear so beautiful, Cameron had no idea. Yet Sancha was elegant while tipsy.

      But when the men actually allowed the woman to take her place at the helm, Cameron gaped at them. “What the hell, man?” The curse was out before she could stop it. “You’re planning to let her steer the ship while drunk?”

      The strangely mismatched man laughed. “Of course. We only fear her when she’s sober. Then Sancha’s a nasty tart with a wicked twist of the whip… and a tongue that lets even more blood, ever quicker.”

      That only confused her more. “Then why did you say you feared her?”

      “Everyone fears her, love. I merely commented on the fact that, second to the captain, she’s the scariest thing on this ship, and that she’s imbibed quite a bit tonight… even for her.” He winked at Cameron. “Name’s Rosenkranz, or Rosie, and what be the name of such a sweet tender morsel as you?”

      As she opened her mouth to answer, a cry sounded for Kalder to duck. Yet before he could oblige the call, a bucket of water ended up being slung against him.

      She expected him to explode into anger.

      He didn’t.

      Rather, he groaned as his entire body changed instantly… his skin became slick and silvery like a fish’s iridescent scales. Gills opened at his neck, while his teeth elongated to fangs. What she’d mistaken for tattoos became fins that protruded from his arms and legs.

      Choking, he sputtered and coughed, then turned to glare at the sailor who’d doused him. “Careful! You lousy bilger! Watch where you be tossing that or I’ll be making you drink it through your nose!”

      “Sorry, Kal, it slipped from me hands. Won’t happen again.”

      “See that it don’t. Or else I’ll be plaguing and poxing a piece of your anatomy you’re going to miss using.”
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