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  For Dylan, my favorite pirate.


I’m not sure there are words to adequately express how much I love and admire you. 

Watching your adventure unfold has been, and continues to be, one of my greatest joys.

I will love you always.








  
  Chapter One


Nora’s eyes adjusted to the sun. She watched Margo curl and unfurl, the fluid motion lifting the animal off the ground and propelling her body forward. It had been just three short months since Nora had wrapped up her life in San Francisco and officially become a citizen of sunny St. Augustine. Three months, and yet she couldn’t quite imagine living anywhere else. It felt like this had always been home. 
Granted, it had been a busy three months—full of a thriving business, a friend’s art show, and another friend getting his own television show. The days had passed in such a blur she was only just now making good on her promise to her dog that they would go to an off-leash park. Fenced, naturally, because Nora didn’t trust the hound not to run all the way to Georgia if she caught sight of something interesting.
Nora swore she could see Margo smiling as she raced by in a blur. She settled herself at a nearby picnic table, content to let the greyhound run as long as she liked. A couple of laps around the perimeter and she was done, panting at Nora’s feet, a big old doggie grin on her face as she watched a pair of Goldendoodles play hide and seek in a tunnel.
“You can go make friends, you know.” Nora scratched the dog’s ears affectionately. She hadn’t wanted a pet of any sort when she inherited Margo along with the bookstore and all the rest of her uncle’s considerable assets. Still, the animal had quickly grown on her, and now the two of them were inseparable. 
Her phone vibrated and Nora glanced at it. It was a text from her chief mate, Oliver Wessex. The young man had been a sailor on board her salvage vessel, but Nora had seen his potential and quickly promoted him. He wasn’t quite ready to be a captain, but he was helping her find a new one she could trust since the previous captain was currently serving a year in county for breaking and entering. Considering it was her home and bookshop he’d broken into, Nora couldn’t help feeling a year wasn’t quite long enough.
She was in the middle of replying to Oliver her reassurance that she would be there for the interview with the newest candidate when the doodles shifted their attention from the doggie agility course to Margo. The dog, in all her awkward glory, pulled her lips back into an expression Nora now understood to be a smile. 
The enthusiastic pups were unfazed by Margo’s efforts to placate them, instead bouncing around her with an energy Nora envied. Margo, however, didn’t know how to handle the exuberance and inched closer to Nora for protection.
“Lucy, Ethel—come.” An Adonis of a man called, striding across the park to reclaim his charges when they cheerfully ignored him.
Nora pressed her lips together in an attempt to curtail her amusement. The man was bronze from head to toe, his hair and skin both kissed by the sun. As he drew nearer, she realized his eyes were shockingly blue, defying the monochromatic theme the rest of him had going. Those pretty blue eyes were crinkled at the corners, though she couldn’t say if it was from years of laughter or from squinting against the sun. He wore a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled up and a pair of cargo shorts. She wouldn’t have been human if she hadn’t at least noticed that he had nice muscles.
The incongruence of this man, so favored by the gods, and yet so thoroughly ignored by a pair of Goldendoodles named Lucy and Ethel, was almost too much for Nora.
“They’re my sister’s,” he explained, most likely noting the amusement on her face.
“Ah,” she said. As much as Nora hated to be pushy, he was clearly in over his head and Margo had just about hit her wall with the attention she was getting from the pair, so Nora affixed them with her sternest glare, and in a voice that left no room for debate, she quietly commanded, “Lucy, Ethel—sit.”
The pair immediately stopped their onslaught and sat, looking to Nora for approval, which she gave in the form of a single nod.
“That was impressive. Are you looking for a job? I might have to hire you as my first mate,” he teased.
Nora let it go that she already had a job—two steps above first mate—and asked, “You captain a boat, then?”
He nodded. “A pirate ship, no less.”
“Nice. You’re not at all what I’d expect from a pirate, but I guess even buccaneers have to change with the times.”
He chuckled at that. “Don’t worry, when I sail, I look much more pirate-y.”
“Pirate-y? Is that a word?”
“Worked well enough just now.” He shrugged.
She had to give him that one. “I suppose it did.”
“Anyway, thanks for corralling these two monsters for me.” He snapped a leash on each dog. “I’m running late for a job interview, thanks to them.”
“So, pirates not only wear cargo shorts these days, but they also go on job interviews as well?”
“Job interviews to hunt for treasure,” he confirmed. “Times have most definitely changed.”
With his statement, the lightbulb clicked on in Nora’s brain and she realized sometimes the world can be truly small. “I don’t suppose your name is Gregory, is it?”
“Gregory Angelou, why?”
“I’m Nora Jones. I own Mercury Enterprises. The Amelia is my boat.”
A few expressions crossed his face as he tried to process what she’d just told him. “Well then, when you interview me in an hour, please try to forget that I can’t control my sister’s dogs.”
“Done,” she lied. It was going to be difficult to get that image out of her head.
“And I’m sorry about offering you a job as first mate.”
“No worries. But you should know the Amelia already has a chief mate, and he’s quite good. You’ll like him.”
“Oliver? Yeah, he seems like a good sort.”
“He is.” Nora smiled. She was proud of how well Oliver had stepped up when given the opportunity. “You should probably go, though, or we’ll both be late.”
It was hard to say, but Gregory appeared a bit sheepish as he made his exit. Nora looked down at Margo. “One last lap before we leave?”
Margo rested her head on Nora’s knee, which she took to mean, “Nope, I’d like my bed now, thanks.”
The pair loaded up in the car. Once she was on the road, Nora called to find out what everyone at the shop wanted for breakfast and asked her office manager, Prudence, to order it for them since she was already running late.
“You want me to give the new place next door a try?” Pru asked, the hesitation in her voice evident.
“There’s a new place next door?” Nora wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Maybe a change of ownership would help her put everything behind her. It hadn’t been easy walking past that empty smoothie shop every day, knowing the former owner had murdered her uncle. Still, the place was literally next door to her own bookshop, so it was kind of hard to avoid.
“Yeah, the sign just went up today, but it says they’re open for business.”
“That feels like poor planning.” Nora frowned, thinking she would have put a “coming soon” sign up months ago, had it been her business.
“Aren’t you going to ask me what it is?”
Nora could tell by the tone of Pru’s voice that she desperately wanted to be asked what kind of business it was.
“What kind of business is it?” She obliged, bracing herself for something like an adult toy store or one of those shops that sold soaps and lotions—Nora had always thought the smell from those things was overwhelming. She wasn’t sure she could walk by one every day. If that was their new neighbor, she might have to take to working remotely. But then, if it was either of those shops, Pru wouldn’t have suggested it for breakfast, so Nora supposed she was in the clear.
“It’s a smoothie shop.”
Of all the things Nora thought it could possibly be, that one had not crossed her mind.
“Oh. Um… that feels awfully brave.”
“Right? You have to wonder if the new owner knows what went down.”
“How could they not know? Regina poisoning Walter was all over the news. I’m fairly certain it’s at least partly responsible for our boon in business.”
“Hey.” As the person in charge of marketing, Pru took exception to that comment.
“I only said partly responsible,” Nora clarified. “Obviously your marketing prowess is mostly responsible.”
“Now I just feel patronized.”
“So, breakfast.” Nora changed the subject. “You choose. No smoothies.”
Nora smiled as she hung up the phone. Pru had come a long way since they’d first met, back when the bookstore sat empty because Nora’s uncle had been trying to give Pru a quiet oasis. Nora had never even heard of chromesthesia before meeting Prudence, but she’d learned a lot about it since. The condition meant that a visual display accompanied every sound she heard. Something that was stunning painted—as evidenced by the turnout at Pru’s first art showing—but was often overwhelming to experience.
While Nora applauded the intent behind Walter’s efforts on his employee’s behalf, she was far too pragmatic to allow the bookshop to keep losing money hand over fist. Instead, she promoted Prudence to manager, gave her a soundproof office, and charged her with the task of getting them in the black again. Prudence had done splendidly, and Worth Their Salt Books was now a bustling little shop in historic St. Augustine.
As Nora entered said shop, greeted by a bohemian redhead in harem pants and a t-shirt that said, “Not slim, kinda shady,” she couldn’t help wondering if that success was in spite of the shop’s quirky staff, or if they added to the appeal.
They certainly brightened Nora’s day, if nothing else.
“Hey, August. Where’s Charlotte?” Nora asked, looking around expectantly for the other woman’s daughter even as she bent to unhook Margo’s leash. The child was usually the first to greet her each morning. Even Margo seemed to miss her, sniffing around the children’s reading nook before sighing and trotting back to the office and her bed.
“It’s her first day of preschool,” August answered. “And I miss the little squirt already.”
“Oh, right.” Nora tried to hide her disappointment. “I’d forgotten that. It’s probably best, though. I mean, just being around adults has to be boring for her.”
“She loved it,” August assured her. “She was a little put out that I made her go to ‘baby school,’ as she put it. But she starts kindergarten next year. I thought it might be a good idea for her to ease into being a normal kid.”
“Charlotte will never be a normal kid,” Nora corrected. “She’s much too extraordinary for that.”
August beamed in response. Nora didn’t know much about the duo’s life before their paths crossed with hers, but she suspected it was not an easy one. Something had turned them into nomads. Maybe it had been itchy feet, but there was a shadow in August’s eyes that said there was more to the story.
Still, August had been a good mom to Charlotte, turning their flowered van into a cozy little home for the pair as they crisscrossed the country. When August had accepted the job Nora offered her, it had been with the warning that she could pick up and leave at any time—she and Charlotte never stayed in one place long. That was four months ago, and now Charlotte was registered in preschool using Nora’s address. She suspected the pair was sticking around a little longer, at least.
The bell above the door tinkled merrily, and they were joined by Leo, who in all likelihood was the real reason August lingered in St. Augustine.
“Did you guys see what went in next door?” he asked without preamble.
Nora sighed heavily. “Yes. I’m not sure how I feel about it.”
“I think it’s kind of brilliant,” August said. “People are pretty twisted. I bet she gets a lot of business just because of the connection.”
“Should we go say hi?” Nora fretted. She had no desire to step inside that shop ever again.
“Don’t bother.” Pru popped her head out of the office. “She’ll be over in a few minutes with our breakfast. I offered to come get it, but she said she wanted to come and meet everyone.”
Nora must not have done a good job of hiding her irritation because Pru shrugged defensively.
“You said no smoothies, so I ordered us some bakery-type stuff. She has a bacon and spinach quiche that literally made my mouth water even thinking about it.”
August and Leo exchanged a look. Nora hated how in sync they were. Well, she didn’t hate it, she thought it was adorable, but she hated it because she missed having someone that she could communicate with through just a look. Unbidden, the detective who worked on her uncle’s case flitted through her mind. She quickly shoved him right out the door, reminding herself that she and Detective Medero—Rafael—had forged a nice little friendship and that’s how she wanted it to stay.
There was no time to debate the issue because their new neighbor was backing through the door, her arms laden with boxes of goodies for them. Leo scrambled to help even as Nora plastered a smile on her face and greeted her with a warm hello.
“Hi, I’m Mykal.” Her smile was lovely, though shy. The woman was tiny, maybe five feet tall if she stretched herself. She had long, mahogany hair that tumbled down her back, the last few inches of it dyed a deep red that was almost maroon. She had dark eyes, long lashes, and a heart-shaped face. 
“It’s nice to meet you Mykal.” August came out from around the counter to take one of the boxes from her. “I’m August. The one that looks like she stepped out of the 1940s over there is Nora. The pixie with blue hair is Pru. And that adorable man is Leo.”
Nora tilted her head and looked at August, not sure whether to be offended or laugh at her frank descriptions of all of them.
“Pixie with blue hair?” Pru raised her eyebrows. “Blue streaks, thank you very much. The rest is blonde.”
“That’s what you chose to argue?” Leo questioned. 
Pru shrugged. “I don’t know. It seemed pretty spot-on.”
“It was nice of you to bring everything over.” Nora changed the subject. “Pru is pretty excited about the quiche.”
“I just wanted to say hi and maybe get the awkward first meeting out of the way,” Mykal explained. “I can only imagine how you must feel about me and the shop. I hope we can be friends, though.”
“It will take some getting used to,” Nora admitted. “But we always knew the place wouldn’t sit empty forever.”
“I have to say we weren’t expecting another smoothie shop,” Leo interjected. He had a way of being so friendly in his brutal honesty that it never came off as rude.
“It’s a bakery, too.” Mykal illustrated the point by opening one of the boxes August had set on the counter. “To be honest, my partner insisted on the smoothies. She said it would bring in the curious and a new business needs all the help it can get.”
“Ha!” August was oddly triumphant. “I told you it was a brilliant business strategy.”
Nora smiled and let the conversation roll around her. She didn’t begrudge her new neighbors opening a shop or even using whatever tools they had at their disposal to increase foot traffic. Still, it brought a twinge of pain with it. Moreover, there was something about the shop’s new owner that didn’t sit well with her. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but she felt like she’d seen her before.






  
  Chapter Two


She was glad for the distraction when Oliver showed up just moments before Gregory Angelou arrived for his interview. 
Oliver’s dreadlocks had grown out a bit in the time since they’d known each other. She noticed he’d taken to dressing sharper since his promotion. He was a smart man who wasn’t about to squander the opportunity he’d been given, so he took his role seriously. However unimpressive Gregory might have been at the dog park, if Oliver wanted him as the Amelia’s captain, Nora would trust him.
Oliver greeted her with his typical easy grin and a warm hug. Their hellos were cut short when he spotted the baked goods sprawled across the counter. Much to Pru’s relief, he bypassed the quiche and headed straight for the blueberry lemon muffins. His cheeks were loaded up like a squirrel’s when Gregory arrived for his interview, taking in the scene before him with a certain measure of skepticism.
Margo, lured by the smell of food and the sound of so many voices, had appeared from the office and now sat staring attentively at the counter, wagging her tail and giving her most beseeching look to anyone who made the mistake of glancing her direction. Leo, August, and Pru were chatting animatedly with Mykal, plotting out all the ways that the two businesses could cross-promote each other in the coming months.
“As you can see, Captain Angelou, I run a tight ship around here,” Nora quipped. As if to illustrate her point, a muffin rolled off the counter, sending Margo skittering after it.
“Yes, I can see that. You’re quite the taskmaster.”
“Would you like some quiche before we get started?” she offered. “It appears Oliver and Margo have made short work of the muffins.”
“I’m good, thanks.”
Nora nodded, then turned her attention to Pru. “We’re going to snag the office for a bit.”
Pru seemed unconcerned, so Nora led the two men back to the shop’s lone office. It occurred to her that she might want to see about leasing an office space of her own, a place she could manage the other businesses from. She also wondered if she could entice Ivy, her part-time accountant, to come work for her full-time. She’d inherited more than one business from her uncle. It had taken Nora and Ivy months to sort out the man’s jumbled books—recordkeeping had not been Walter’s forte—but they were starting to get a sense of what was what, and both women had ideas about how to grow and reshape Mercury Enterprises into a business that could withstand the changing economic landscape.
Grow it, shape it, and cut the company’s loose ties with the mafia.
Nora didn’t have time to dwell on that now, as they seated themselves around the desk. As she’d done so many times throughout her career, Nora settled easily into the power seat and leaned back, keeping her body language open and confident as she smiled at Gregory Angelou and began the interview.
She listened as he recounted the milestones of his career, his journey from deckhand up through the ranks to captain. She got the sense he was bored at his current job, but he’d skirted around why he’d left a lucrative gig captaining a major cargo ship to shuttle tourists around in a recreated pirate ship. In fact, the one thing that jumped out at Nora as he spoke was the depth of this man’s experience. He’d had a lot of jobs for someone who couldn’t be more than forty.
“I’m impressed with the range of experience,” Nora began, pausing to think through her next words. “Can you walk me through why there is so much variety on your resume?”
Gregory grinned, reminding her once more how disarmingly handsome he was. “Why am I such a job hopper, you mean?”
Oliver looked like he wanted to jump to the other man’s defense, but it wasn’t necessary. Gregory spoke with the confidence of someone certain of their choices.
“It’s not uncommon for sailors to be drifters to some degree. Still, I would love to find a career home. To captain a ship for the long-term. But I won’t be silent if I see the company I work for doing something wrong. I have a responsibility to my crew and to the ocean—if you jeopardize either, I will speak up.”
“So, you’re saying you’ve been let go from your previous positions because of your scruples?”
“Scruples.” He chuckled. “There’s a word you don’t hear often anymore.”
Nora waited, watching him, unafraid of the silence. She’d found it was often the best tool for getting others to talk.
“Yes, ma’am. Dumping illegal toxic waste, overloading the ship, failing to reinforce the hull… If you’d like, I can walk you through each company. I remember them well.”
“That won’t be necessary.” Nora shook her head. “I believe I’ve heard enough. Thank you so much for your time today. We’ll be in touch.”
Nora rose, shaking his hand before Oliver led him back to the front. She waited in the office for the younger man to return, mulling over Captain Angelou’s words as she did.
Oliver returned, looking almost like a dejected puppy. “I know you didn’t like him, but for once I have to disagree with you, Nora. You won’t find a better captain than Gregory Angelou.”
“Didn’t like him?” Nora furrowed her brow. “Quite the contrary, I happen to think he’s exactly what we need. I just don’t want to offer him the position until I see him at work.”
“Oh.” Nora’s response took the wind out of Oliver’s sails. “You liked him?”
“Very much.” 
“You didn’t seem especially friendly.”
“Was I rude?” Nora had been
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