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        Dear Reader,

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for joining me on this journey through my imagination.  If you’re looking for romance and adventure with a guaranteed  Happily Ever After, then you’ve come to the right place.  My books contain paranormal plotting and fantastical action, and I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoy writing them.
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        You can keep in touch with me by joining my newsletter or checking out my website for the latest updates.
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        Thank you for giving my book a chance, and Happy Reading!
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      Sea and song, and between the tide and the tune, there was love.

      But not yet.  Right now, I was sitting in my office chair staring at the tiny clock in the lower right of my computer screen.  There were no second or minute hands, but I could feel them ticking away at an achingly slow pace.

      “Miss Larkin!”

      I jumped at the firm, deep male voice.  The owner of the baritone stood in the narrow doorway of my corner cubicle, his dark eyes zeroed in on me like a wildcat about to strike a hunter.

      I gave a sheepish smile in return.  “H-hello, Mr. Stark.  I was just trying to figure out if my screen was going out.”

      “And is it?”

      “I think I’ll need a few more minutes to figure that out-”

      His eyebrows crashed down.  “Would that be exactly four more minutes?”

      I leaned closer to the screen and squinted my eyes.  “I’m not sure.  The time really isn’t that clear-”

      “I think what’s clear is that you are wasting your employer’s valuable time and money staring at the clock, Miss Larkin,” Stark scolded me as he crossed his arms over his chest.  “Now get back to work or I’ll have to report you to HR.”

      My shoulders fell and my face drooped.  “Yes, Mr. Stark.”

      “Good.  Now get back to work.”  He slunk out of sight like a vampire finished draining its victim.

      That’s how I felt as I turned back to the lifeless screen.  I clicked a few tabs at the bottom, and spreadsheets popped up.  They were filled with data.  Lots and lots of boring data.  I punched a few keys and glanced at a piece of paper on the desk beside the keyboard.

      “Why don’t they just scan these things in?” I muttered as the keyboards clacked beneath my fingers.

      “Don’t tell them that.  We’d all be out of jobs.”

      I jumped at the voice and spun around to find a young man of twenty standing in the doorway.  He draped his arm over the wall and grinned at me.  “Hey there, lovely.  You’re looking a little tired.”

      I rolled my eyes and swung back to the screen.  “Thanks, Michael.”

      “I didn’t mean it that way,” he insisted as he strolled up to my side.  He set a hand atop the paper and leaned in to catch my eye.  “What do you say about a dinner?”

      I tapped a finger against his hand.  “I’d say I’m not hungry, now could you please move your hand?  I’m trying not to get fired here.”

      He removed his hand, but kept his close position to me.  “What about breakfast tomorrow?  It’s Saturday.”

      “I have a late night gig.”

      “That reminds me, you haven’t sung for me like you promised.”

      I stopped and rolled my eyes before I looked up at him.  “That’s because I never promised you that.  You just think I did.”

      “Well, a man can dream, can’t he?  Besides, I heard you’re pretty good.”  He plopped his arms on the desk.  “Why don’t you tell me where you’re singing tonight and I can go watch?”

      “I don’t think I’ll sound that good,” I warned him as I wrapped a hand around my throat.  I coughed and forced my voice to sound raspy.  “I’m having trouble talking, so I’ll sound even worse singing.”

      His lips curled back in a twisted terror and he scuttled away from me.  “Then what are you doing here?  Shouldn’t you go home?”

      “I will as soon as that clock strikes five,” I assured him as I returned my gaze to the clock in the lower right corner.

      The numbers showed 4:59.  So close and yet so far.

      Please.  Please let me out of here.

      My prayers were answered and time ticked by.  Five o’clock, and on a Friday, to boot.  I was free for two whole days.

      Well, almost.  There was one thing I had to do that night.

      I followed the hurried flow of my fellow office workers out of the building and into the crisp air of the early fall.  The leaves were just starting to turn and the evening cold nipped at my nose as I wound my way through the crowds.

      As they thinned, I started getting a bad feeling at the back of my mind.  I paused beneath a freshly lit streetlamp and partially turned around.  A few dozen people strolled up and down the street, but no one stood out.  My heart pounded in my chest as I continued on my way, but at a faster clip.

      That’s when I heard them.  Footsteps that matched my pace, or were perhaps a little faster.  I stopped and spun around.  A shadow ducked behind a garbage can.  I reached into my coat pocket and wrapped my hand around the pepper spray.  So armed, I inched toward the can.

      “W-who’s there?” I called out as I neared the hiding spot.  “Come out, or I’ll shoot!”

      A barking laugh came from behind the trash.  “That’s not a threat to anyone who knows your aim.”

      My shoulders drooped, and I rolled my eyes.  “Timothy Larkin, you get your ass out from behind there.”

      A tall, broad-shouldered fellow stepped out from behind the trash can.  He sported short hair and a mischievous smile.  “Can’t an older brother tease his younger sister?”

      “Only if said brother wants to give said sister a heart attack,” I scolded him as I patted my chest over that same organ.  “It’s the weekend.  The old ticker is supposed to get some rest.”

      “I thought I’d walk you to the club.  You know, keep you safe and stuff,” he told me as he strolled up to my side.  “Shall we?”

      I snorted, and we walked together down the sidewalk.  “With a protector like you, I think I’ll have to think about getting life insurance.”

      “So we’re still hanging out this weekend, right?”

      I sighed.  “Yes, but first I have to get to the club, and I’m late enough already.”

      He clasped his hands behind his head and studied me with a soft gaze.  “You really need to find a better gig than singing in that dirty joint.”

      I snorted.  “I know what you’re going to say, and the answer is still no.”

      “But why not give a recording a chance?  I’ve already written a half dozen songs for you!”

      I stopped and turned to face him, forcing him to do the same.  A sigh escaped me as I clapped a hand on his shoulder.  “Listen, Mark, I appreciate you doing that for me, but I’m a dime a dozen.  There’s nothing special about my voice.”

      He frowned and set a hand over mine.  “You sell yourself short, Rose.  You have the best voice I’ve ever heard.”

      I laughed and drew my hand away.  “Is that why I finished in the middle of my class in college?”

      He wrinkled his nose.  “That’s because they made you sing those crappy songs they wrote.  You do a lot better with my songs.  Speaking of which-” He rummaged through his pocket and drew out a folded piece of paper.  “I have a new one for you.  You could try it out on the audience tonight.”

      I took the paper and unfolded it to read the bars and lyrics.  “Wow,” I breathed as I hummed the tune to myself.  “I think this is your best work yet.”

      He puffed out his chest and grinned.  “Nice, isn’t it?  I can’t wait to hear you sing it tonight.”

      I pursed my lips.  “You know Mr. Bumstead doesn’t like you hanging around.  Your glares of death scare off a lot of the male customers.”

      Tim scoffed.  “That’s exactly why I do it.  They’re not good enough for you.”

      “No, but their money is,” I pointed out as I brushed my hand down the front of his coat.  “Thanks for the song, but I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?”

      He sighed.  “Alright, but be careful.”

      I tucked the music into my pocket and patted the cylindrical bulge.  “I have old faithful here to help me.”

      Tim leaned down and pecked a kiss on my cheek.  “See you later.”  He turned and strolled away.

      I watched him go for as long as I dared before I hurried down my own path.  That path took me to a dingy old hole-in-the-wall pub where the floor was stained and the walls were weathered.  I slipped in through a side door, which had a clear shot of the bar.

      The man behind the bar glared at me.  “You’re late!”

      “Sorry, Mr. Bumstead,” I called back as I pulled off my coat and hung it on a hook beside the door.  “Traffic was murder and-“

      “And I don’t want to hear about it,” he growled as he stabbed a finger at a door that led out front.  “The customers are waiting for the show they already paid for.”

      “On it, Mr. Bumstead.”

      I snatched up a mic from atop one of the speakers and hurried out onto the tiny stage.  The eyes of two dozen people fell on me.  Many of them didn’t look happy.

      I smiled and bowed my head to them.  “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen!  I’m Rose Larkin, and I’m so glad to be in front of you tonight.  I’m a little late, so I’ll be singing an extra song for you tonight.  It’s a new song, too, so I hope you enjoy it.”  Thank God Tim gave me that song!

      Some of the ire fell from their faces.  I opened my mouth, and the whole world faded into the background.  There was only me and the music.

      By the time I finished my set, the hour was late and I was exhausted.  It wasn’t easy belting out some of Tim’s original stuff for three hours.  Tim considered my voice, but not Bumstead.

      “Thank you for listening, everyone!” I called out as I walked backward toward stage left.  “I’ll see you here on Monday night!”

      “Don’t forget the fish!” Bumstead hissed at me.

      I sighed, but kept my smile plastered to my face.  “And don’t forget to try the fish!  It’s fishtastic!”

      I hopped off the stage and scooted around the back of the bar.  Bumstead scowled at me.  “I’m going to dock your pay if you forget that ad one more time.”

      I snatched my coat from the hook and frowned at him.  “You can’t do that.”

      “Then don’t forget the ad again,” he growled as he stabbed a finger at the side exit.  “Now get out of here.”

      I was only too glad to step out into the late-night gloom.  A moon shone above me as I slipped on my coat.  “Maybe I should get a new gig. . .”

      A rustling noise from the shadows deeper in the alley made me pause.  I froze and squinted at the darkness.  “Is someone there?”  A can rattled, and my blood boiled.  “Come on, Tim, I’m tired and just want to go-” My words caught in my throat as a shadow stood up from behind the trash can.

      It wasn’t Tim.
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      I stumbled back and fumbled in my pocket for my pepper spray.  The person leaped at me with the fluid motion of a snake and grabbed my wrist, yanking my hand from my pocket.  I cried out, but not from his harsh hold.  Something in his hand had pierced my skin, and I felt the barb sink deep into my flesh.

      That gave me an idea.  I swung down and sank my teeth into his arm.  His skin was rubbery and dry, but my chompers did the trick.  He cried out and released me.  I stumbled back, and he clutched his wounded arm.

      “You damn wench!” he snapped as his eyes seemed to glow a bright yellow in the dim light.  “I’ll get you for that!”

      The man blocked the way back into the pub, so I swung toward the mouth of the alley.  The way was open.  I darted toward those hope-filled streetlights, my feet pounding across the broken concrete.

      I’d only made it a couple of yards when my head began to swim.  The world around me lost focus, blurring into dull shades of grays and blacks.  My feet tripped over the uneven ground and I fell forward, catching myself with my hands.  I heard a crunch of the debris and raised my eyes.

      A tall shadow stood over me, but it wasn’t the slithery man who had grabbed me.  This man knelt on the balls of his heels, so we were nearly face to face.  His handsome features didn’t match the cold darkness in his eyes.  The man was attired in a plain leather coat, a white blouse, and slimming black pants.  He sported slicked-back black hair and a winning smile that had a strange, eerie darkness at the corners.

      “That weakening sensation you are feeling is the poison of my friend here running through your veins.”  My heart skipped a beat, and the man chuckled.  “Panicking will only increase the spread.  You may as well give in to the effects.  There’s nothing you can do to stop it.”

      I’ve always hated it when someone told me I couldn’t do anything.  I gritted my teeth and swiped my hand at the man, intending to connect a slap on his cute cheek.  He leaned back out of my reach and I lost my balance, tumbling forward onto my side.

      The man stood, and the hulking shadow of his friend came up behind me.  The world began to fade into black as I heard their voices echo in my ears.

      “You sure this is the one?”  The deep, gravely baritone voice made me shudder.

      “Has the witch’s magic led us astray yet?”

      “No, but I don’t trust her.  She’s not one of us.”

      “Whether she is or isn’t, she knows the punishment for failure.  Now pick up the girl and let’s go.”

      The burly man’s arms wrapped around me, and I was hefted over his shoulder.  The pair strolled deeper into the alley, and I watched the glow of the streetlamps fade with my hope.  My consciousness failed along with it, and I slumped over his back, heeding nothing but the vague shadows of dreams.

      Dreams, and the strong scent of saltwater.  The odor was so strong that my nose tingled.  I woke up just in time to let loose a powerful sneeze.  My head whipped back and struck a hard wooden surface.

      “Ow!” I hissed as a sharp pain ran down my head.  I gritted my teeth and peeked open one eye.

      My jaw dropped open as I beheld not the familiar clutter of my city, but the curved interior of the belly of a wooden vessel.  The hold was filled with crates and boxes, all stacked and lashed to the wall.  A wide set of stairs started about ten feet from my position and led up to a large hatch.

      Footsteps above me forced my attention to the boards over my head.  Gaps between the wood allowed me to see a sparkling sun, and garbled voices floated down.  I tried to stand to get a better listen, but discovered my wrists and ankles were tied by a thick rope with an intricate knot.

      Noises at the hatch made me freeze.  The gate opened and sunlight streamed into the hold, illuminating all the dust and bits of barnacles that surrounded me.  The familiar figure of the lithe man strolled down the steps and stopped at the bottom to examine me.

      “So you’re finally awake,” he mused as he strolled over to me.  I shrank away from him, but I couldn’t get very far bound as I was.  The man knelt in front of me with that bone-chilling grin.  “How did you sleep?”

      “Where am I?” I shot back as I swept my eyes over the hold.  “What is this place?”

      He chuckled.  “This is the interior of my ship, the Huracan, and I am Inigo Encina, the captain of this fine vessel.”

      I stared blankly at him.  “A ship?  Who owns a ship like this?”

      He puffed out his chest a little.  “I do, miss, a spoil from one of my more daring adventures.”

      This guy was nuts.  He had to be.  I had to get away from him as soon as possible.

      I fidgeted in my bindings.  “I don’t want to know who you are, I just want you to take me home.”

      The man draped one arm over his bent knee and sighed.  “That is one wish I cannot grant you, miss.  You see, someone has paid me very handsomely to transport you to them, and I cannot go back on my word.”

      I blinked at him.  “Somebody paid you to kidnap me?  Who would want to do that?  I’m nobody!”

      He grasped my chin between his fingers and examined my face.  There was a glint in his eyes that made my blood run cold.  “I could think of more than one man who would be willing to pay a gold piece or two for your pretty little head.”

      Tears popped into my eyes as my body began to shiver.  “Please.  Please just let me go.  I swear I won’t tell anyone about this-”

      My pleas were interrupted by another loud laugh from my captor.  He pushed my chin away and stood, casting his shadow over me.  “You’re stuck with us, miss, and I’ll take you to your buyers as fast as the winds can take us.”

      My words just burst out of my mouth.  “But why?  Why are you doing this?  What would anyone want with me?”

      “I don’t ask questions, I only make deliveries, and you’ll be delivered tomorrow if the gods favor us.”

      “Captain!”  The shout came from the hatch, and a man popped his head in the hold a moment later.  “There’s a ship coming from the stern!”

      Encina glared at him.  “What of it?”

      “It’s coming faster than the wind!  It’ll be on top of us in a few minutes!”

      Encina narrowed his eyes and a hissed word escaped his lips.  “Torvus.”  He raced up the stairs and shoved the man out of the way.  His voice cut through the rest of the noise on the deck.  “Hoist the sails!  Make for the nearest island!”

      “Aye, aye, captain!” came the shouts of many men, followed by their furious footsteps.

      The hatch was slammed shut and the shadows flew back in place.  My heart pounded in my chest as I fidgeted with my wrist bindings.  They were as tight as iron manacles, and all I succeeded in doing was cutting deep gashes into my wrists.

      Shouts from above me turned my attention back to the deck.  Encina’s voice yelled above all the others.  “Hold your positions and ready your swords!”

      “A wave is coming!” someone else screamed.

      A huge shadow fell over the ship, blotting out the sunlight between the boards.  I tensed as the vessel was struck, violently shifting it several yards.  The crates and boxes rattled around me, and the ropes that held the cargo groaned under the strain.

      “It’s coming around again, Captain!”

      “Brace yourselves and keep your weapons with you!” Encina commanded the invisible men.

      Another shadow loomed overhead, and this one was fiercer than the first.  The boat lurched to one side and water spilled onto the deck.  The ferocity ripped the hatch open and left it askew.  A heavy dose of seawater poured down the steps and through the cracks, wetting the floor beneath me and raining down on top of me.  I was left drenched, my soggy hair framing my pale face.  I sputtered and coughed on the heavy dose of ocean.

      “The hatch, Captain!”

      “Guard it with your lives!  Don’t let anything pass you!”

      A half dozen hulking figures took up guard posts at the hatch.  The ship rocked to and fro on heavy waves.  Men screamed and shouted.

      A strange gnawing sound caught my ear.  That’s when I felt something move my ropes.  I twisted my head around, and my eyes bulged out of my head.

      A small lizard stood behind me, munching on the ropes with razor-sharp teeth.  The creature resembled an iguana in shape and scaly tan color, but two long canines protruded from its mouth, and flaps of leather hung from its sides.  The thing was using those teeth to gnaw through my ropes.

      I did what anyone in my predicament would do: I screamed my head off.

      The lizard ceased its biting and glared at me.  “Quiet!”  The tenor voice shocked me into silence.  The lizard set a paw on my arm and nodded at the rope.  “I’m going to get you out of free, and then you’re going to follow my instructions exactly.  Got it?”

      I bobbed my head.  The creature resumed its gnawing, and soon the ropes broke.  I jerked my hands away from the creature, but it skittered over me with all the speed of its reptilian heritage and began work on my feet.  Shouts from above made me look up.  Many feet now pounded the planks, sending droplets of water raining down on us.

      The iguana paused long enough to glare at the deck.  “Could you fools be a little softer?  I’m trying to work here!”

      Someone poked their head into the hold, and their eyes widened.  “Captain!  There’s something down here with the woman!”

      “Oh crap,” the iguana muttered before he resumed his biting.

      A half dozen men stampeded down the stairs.  They were dressed in fine leather and vests, and wielded swords and daggers.  Their eyes blazed with anger and disgust at the small creature.

      The iguana broke through the last of the rope and puffed out his chest.  “You are now-hey!”

      I had snatched it up and jumped to my feet.  The men approached, weapons pointed at the iguana, whom I hugged to my chest with both arms.  I backed up as they came nearer.

      The iguana’s long face drooped at the murderous look in their eyes.  He managed a choked laugh.  “Hello, fellas.  What are you doing down here?”

      “Hand over that thing, woman,” one of them snapped as he stretched out his tanned hand to me.  “We’re going to make ourselves a nice belt.”

      The iguana bristled at the demand, both physically and figuratively.  “Nobody’s going to make anything out of me!  Not least of which, a couple of ugly mercenaries!”

      The man curled his lips back and revealed two rows of rotten teeth.  “Who you calling ugly!”

      The creature wrinkled his nose.  “You’re right, that’s insulting ugly.”

      “Gimme that thing!” the man barked as he stalked toward me, his hand outstretched.

      I gripped the iguana tighter against myself and scurried backward.  My back struck a crate, and I curled my body around my new little friend.

      That’s when the torrential flood poured down the hatch.
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      The water was a veritable wave that struck the men and me.  With my back against the crates, I couldn’t be more than pushed hard against the wood.  The men, however, were swept off their feet and flew past me.  Some of them crashed into the boxes, and others reached the far wall where they slammed into the bulkhead.

      My back was badly bruised, but I gritted my teeth and ran through the ankle-deep water as fast as I could.  Sunlight shone down on my bedraggled self as I climbed the stairs on all fours, minus the one that clutched the iguana.  I slipped a few times, but eventually lifted my head above the deck.

      Ocean.  That was all I could see beyond the deck of the rather large ship.  That terrifying view was blocked by the railing and dozens of men fighting one another with swords and bludgeon instruments.  Blood mixed with the ocean water that covered the deck, and more than one person lay on the deck with horrific gashes across their chest.

      My heart pounded in my chest as I looked for a way to escape this nightmare.  The iguana squirmed in my arm and pointed to the right.  “There!  Run that way!”

      I climbed onto the deck and crawled across the boards.  Men danced around me in mortal combat.  One of the men grabbed the back of my shirt, but his opponent lunged at him.  He was forced to release me, and I scurried faster, moving between legs and bodies.

      I came within a few feet of the edge when my hand slipped, and the deck turned into a slide.  The iguana and I screamed in unison as we slipped toward the edge.  I managed to grab one of the railings and stopped our descent, but most of my upper half dangled over the edge.  Waves crashed against the bulwark many feet below us.  I shrieked and backed up onto the deck.

      “You fool!” the iguana screamed at me.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and dropped my eyes to his scaly face.  “I-I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to slip.”

      He swatted my arm.  “I’m calling you a fool for stopping!”

      I blinked at him.  “Come again?”

      The iguana stabbed a scaly, clawed finger at the white waves.  “That!  Jump in there!”

      My jaw hit the deck.  “WHAT?!”

      Something wrapped around my ankle and yanked me back a half a foot.  I twisted around and saw that one of the men had grabbed my leg.  He grinned at me with teeth that resembled year-old candy corn.  “Where do ya think yer going?”

      The iguana wriggled out of my arms and scurried down my back to his hand.  The creature sank his teeth into the man’s flesh, forcing him to release me.  He fell back and shook his hand, but the iguana held tight until he opened his jaws.  The man flung him at me, where he landed on my back.

      The iguana rapped my head with both hands.  “What are you waiting for?!  Jump!”

      The bleeding man growled and lunged at me.  I scrambled across the short distance to the edge and tumbled over.  The fall was long enough for me to regret my decision, and the end even more so.  I crashed into the water and sank beneath the surface, but my natural buoyancy forced me back into the sweet air.  The waves of the boat shoved me away, and I flailed my arms and kicked my legs.

      The iguana floated past me, using his tail as a rudder.  “What are you doing?”

      I stretched my neck to keep the waves above my head, but they splashed over me.  I sputtered out what felt like a few gallons of water.  “I can’t swim!”

      The iguana’s eyes widened.  “Oh dear.  Wait a minute!”  He darted through the water like a snake and soon vanished into the high waves.

      “Wait!” I shouted as I tried to follow him.

      Another wave crashed over me, sending me tumbling beneath the surface.  I couldn’t tell up from down, but that didn’t matter because I couldn’t go anywhere.  My untrained limbs merely flailed about searching for something solid to grab.  My lungs screamed for air, and my vision began to blur.  I found myself sinking deeper into the black abyss and the cold fate that awaited me.

      I was on the verge of death when I felt something wrap around
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