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      Cursed by the lover of her former captain, Catalina de la Corona, the Pirate Princess of the Seven Seas, has lived an unnaturally long life and longs for the day she can find eternal peace. Hiding in plain sight as an investment banker, she waits for the end of eternity and the death she has rightfully earned.

      

      When a rich client's fascination with her captain and her lover threatens to exhume the watery grave of Catalina's past, she must take up arms against friends and enemies alike to protect her captain's legacy. Should the Calico's sunken ruins be discovered, Catalina’s one true treasure, the House Lost at Sea will be plundered, exposing the secret of Catalina's immortality, and guaranteeing she'll lose the only thing she has left: her freedom.
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            Was my first offer not good enough?

          

        

      

    

    
      Instead of accepting my generous offer to get into the water-filled bag and come home with me, the octopus sprayed ink in my face. Leaning over the tank’s wall, I reached for his tentacles, waiting for the moment he cooperated and wrapped them around me. If he didn’t want to go into the bag willingly, I’d carry him around until he stopped fighting me, and then I’d stuff him in anyway.

      “You’ll like it better with me,” I promised through clenched teeth, struggling to get a good hold on his slippery, slimy hide. “It’ll be fun. I’ll take you out to sea when you’ve been good, and we’ll have ourselves a great time.”

      How many times could an octopus spray ink? More than twice, apparently. Spitting salty, black fluid out of my mouth, I made another grab for the newest love of my life. I expected my admiration for my unwilling companion would last however long it took the octopus to escape my clutches. Such interludes rarely lasted, but I would enjoy it while I could.

      I gave it a few days—maybe longer if he accepted I’d transformed my entire dingy living room into a palace for him. Like me, he deserved better than being locked in a small tank and put on display for the world to see.

      If anyone found out just how the sea had cursed me, my fellow humans would do exactly that, too. They’d lock me away and study me, and I’d never see the light of day ever again.

      “Was my first offer not good enough? How about rations on me? A daily cap o’ rum? How about gold? I can do gold.”

      I could, too. If the meager stash I kept hidden in my closet wasn’t enough to satisfy the cephalopod, I’d have to venture out to sea to raid my true hoard. I’d consider it a small price to pay for tolerable company.

      Grunting from the effort of keeping a grip on my new friend, I hauled him from his tank and shoved him into the sack, sloshing water all over the floor. Tying shut a bag full of writhing octopus and water took a bit of work, but at least the thick, durable material protected me from another spraying.

      We really needed to sit down and have a long talk about his inking habit.

      With the main objective of my heist achieved, I needed to haul ass out of the area with my prize without getting caught. For some reason, the marine studies aquarium really didn’t appreciate when I liberated my friends from their prisons. One day, maybe one of them would stick around after their rescue, but until the octopus escaped from me, I’d make the most of the situation. The bronze placard adhered to his tank informed me his name was Maximus.

      He seemed more like a Ricardo to me. I’d known a smart, clever Ricardo some one or two hundred years ago, and just like Maximus, he had hated getting in the sack, too.

      Why couldn’t men and women understand the simplest truths of life? Pirates plundered, and once a pirate, always a pirate. So what if a few hundred years separated me from sailing the seas in search of wealth, glory, fame, and a good fight?

      I missed the days when I could take whatever—and whomever—I wanted without it making a single lick of difference in the grand scheme of things.

      Damn it, despite the long years, I still missed Ricardo. He’d been the best of my conquests, and I’d left the good parts of my heart with him in a past I couldn’t forget. I tried, at times, to fill in the gaping wounds, but time hadn’t done me any good on that front.

      I refused to forget his fire, his flare, his resentment of my capturing of his person, and everything that had made us work so well together. After a few weeks of my company, his resentment had become a reckless passion.

      He’d been my sea.

      I’d been his stars.

      Then fate had bit me in the ass, and he’d been retrieved by his damned crew, dumping me into one hell of a mess. My captain hadn’t been pleased by my dalliances with a rival pirate, but how could she blame me? I’d taken a treasure right out from under a captain’s nose, and I’d kept him for an entire six months while waiting to return to the ocean.

      Those had been the best six months of my life, and I wanted them back.

      The real reason annoyed me. My captain had fancied women and had seen zero use for my Ricardo. Worse, she’d resented I’d paid someone other than her any attention at all.

      Sometimes, there was only one force stronger than my love for my old captain, and that’d been my hatred for her ruining what might have been with Ricardo.

      Maximus protested his captivity through ramming the thick bag, reminding me I had more important things to do than grieve what might have been had things just been a little different.

      “First they’ll see the ink you sprayed everywhere,” I complained, dragging the unwieldy sack across the slick floors on route to the pier stretching out into the ocean. “Then they’ll call the cops, because heaven forbid someone liberate an octopus from his glass prison. After that? The cops will start sniffing around, causing me trouble again. Why is it they always blame me first? Just because I showed a lot of interest in that other octopus last year doesn’t mean I’m the culprit. It’s not my fault you all are so devilishly smart. Maybe if you weren’t so smart, I wouldn’t have to liberate you from their filthy clutches.”

      Without fail, whenever I witnessed someone—or something—do something deviously clever, I got involved. Humans took work to approach, and for some reason, they didn’t appreciate my open advances, especially if they were women, too. They didn’t even care if I just wanted to be their friend. At least animals, especially cephalopods, made delightful companions. One day, I’d find one willing to stick around for more than a few minutes.

      The instant I opened his bag, he’d be long gone, probably chasing down some octopus hussy so they could make lots of little babies together.

      I sighed and dragged Maximus outside to the pier. It’d taken me at least twenty minutes longer than I liked to bust him out of the joint; the sirens of approaching police cars warned me of trouble headed my way. Too bad for them, I’d come prepared. Maybe one day the aquarium would learn to install a security system worth writing home about. Until then, I’d walk in and out of the place like I owned it.

      Working my foot under the sloshing bag, I shoved it into the ocean. The waxed, waterproofed material caught on a nail, and before I could do more than sigh my resignation over my cursed luck, the sack tore open just enough to dump my squirming, tentacled bounty into the sea. “Well, shit.”

      At least I didn’t end up with another stream of ink in my face, although the moonlit water darkened, evidence of Maximus’s displeasure. “Ungrateful wretch!”

      Maximus didn’t stick around, leaving me to fend for myself and make my own escape. The sirens drew closer, and I heaved a sigh before jumping into the ink-stained sea.
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        * * *

      

      The short swim along the coast to my motorcycle allowed me to dodge the cops. Within thirty minutes of losing my bounty to the sea, my bike roared while I skirted the coast of mainland Connecticut before cutting into New York to my house tucked deep in the woods. The tires crunched on gravel, reminding me I needed to get around to paving the driveway. I pulled up to the stone sidewalk, killed the engine, and grimaced at my home’s decrepit state.

      Forget the driveway; if I didn’t do something about the roof or the siding, the next stiff wind would knock the whole thing down around my ears, and it’d serve me right. I could handle multi-million dollar accounts, but the instant I needed to buckle down and act like a landlubber, bad things happened.

      Usually to my house.

      Damn it, damn it, damn it.

      Without an octopus to keep me company, I wouldn’t need the aquarium I’d set up in my living room. I stomped my way to the front door and stormed my way inside, wincing at the creak of abused wood and rusting metal. I really, really needed to do something about my house, soon.

      Maybe I needed to give up masquerading as a human and make one last trip to the ocean, living out the rest of my life as a shark. Sharks had it easy. Humans expected sharks to eat them, so I’d be appropriately feared. A few pirates still existed, but they were mere shadows of the past and lacked proper pride and dignity. Most people hated them, and the so-called successful pirates didn’t last long before the various governments around the world dealt with them.

      They were weak, and it shamed me that they polluted the seas.

      Gone were the days a clever pirate could strike fear into the hearts of men around the world. Gone were the days when one good ship and a better crew could face off against the navy with a hope of victory. Gone were the days of gold, spice, and treasures hidden away on distant shores for another day.

      I missed those times.

      All thinking about that did was remind me that those I cared for most were gone, especially my fiery Ricardo.

      Muttering curses my captain would’ve cleaned my mouth out over, I squeezed my way around the massive tank, already regretting the removal of my couch and coffee table. Getting the glass and metal monstrosity of an aquarium inside, piece by piece, had cost me a fortune, as had filling it with the absolute perfect water for my new octopus, who had made his grand escape out to sea. The filters and pumps mimicking the ocean purred, and a fortune in handpicked corals swayed in the artificial currents.

      With so many of the sea’s corals dying, it’d taken a great deal of work to find good livestock. Any aquarium in the world would want my corals, each chosen to transform the huge tank into a reef worth praise.

      There was even a nice flat rock for me to lounge on in the tank. I’d indulge, too, as soon as I got the ink off me. I headed to the bathroom, yanking off my clothes and dumping them in the hamper. From past experience, a lot of scrubbing would eventually get the black mess off.

      I might not have any skin when I finished, but I couldn’t afford to show up to work dusky skinned or splotched. At least my hair escaped unscathed; octopus ink couldn’t dye black hair darker. My Spanish heritage gave me a bronzed skin tone, so if I scrubbed enough, no one would notice my run-in with Maximus.

      If push came to shove, I could always take my motorcycle out on a ride and eat gravel; it took more than a crash to do more than inconvenience me, and if I had enough cuts and scrapes, no one would notice something as insignificant as a few ink stains.

      One shower and half a bottle of body wash later, I decided I could model for a domestic violence magazine without working at it. The ink stains resembled bruises, and red ringed my eyes as a memento of Maximus’s very short time with me.

      “Well screw me with a plank,” I muttered. Tomorrow, I’d have a lot of questions to answer unless I managed to figure out how to apply makeup without looking like a cheap whore. Sometimes, I enjoyed spending time with a cheap but smart whore, but modern society didn’t appreciate them the way us pirates had. Modern society also didn’t like when men whored themselves out for pay. I’d never understand the preference for female prostitutes.

      A pity, that.

      A soak would help, and since I’d gone through all the trouble of setting up a miniature sea in my living room, I’d enjoy the damned thing, with or without an octopus to keep me company. I made it halfway across my house before the phone rang. Sighing, I pivoted and stormed into my bedroom, eyeing the wretched device.

      It rang again.

      On days like today, I wanted to introduce myself as Catalina de la Corona Something-or-Other, Pirate Princess of the Seven Seas, First Mate of the Pirate Queen Louisa de la Something-or-Other, the Shark Tamer, along with some other string of titles I couldn’t remember. I’m pretty sure some idiot had dubbed her ‘the Shark Tamer’ after I’d gotten tossed overboard during a battle and spent the rest of the fight eating the enemy in my cursed form. I may or may not have eaten everyone tossed overboard, friend or foe, but I’d gotten a little better at controlling the blood frenzy since then.

      I hadn’t eaten anyone in a long, long time.

      Over three hundred years ago, the long chain of gibberish would have impressed someone, but now? Now I went by Cathy, and I couldn’t even remember how to speak Spanish anymore. I sighed, snatched the phone off its hook, and spat, “Cathy.”

      “Girl, you need to lighten up.”

      Of all the people who could have bothered me, Benny wasn’t too bad for a human. While he was a little dumb, his buckets of sweetness made up for it, which was why I tolerated him around when I would have kicked any other human to the curb. It didn’t hurt the middle-aged man was handsome enough for a landlubber. “Long day. You don’t call unless you want something. What can I do for you?”

      “Remember that cute little getup you wore last Halloween?”

      “Yes. Why?” I arched a brow, glancing towards my locked armoire, which contained every last bit of my pirate apparel. Over the centuries, I had been forced to replace bits and pieces of it, upgrading the leathers and choosing silk over the rough linen meant to withstand life at sea. A few frills turned one of my shirts into something a bit closer to what a captain showing off would wear, and I tolerated the suffocating corsets Captain Louisa had favored when we made land and went on the prowl for a good time.

      More often than not, she had done the prowling and I had done the kidnapping, which suited me.

      She had been the looks, I had been the brawn, and together, we should have ruled the high seas. Then another pirate queen had come along and stolen Captain Louisa’s affections away from me. That damned pirate queen had been Ricardo’s captain, too, the kicker of the entire shitty situation. Their ill-fated love had ruined everything, and my captain and crew rested at the bottom of the sea while I suffered through the ocean’s curse alone.

      My captain had charted a new course in her hopes of ruling the high seas with a woman who had, in the end, cost us everything. Somewhere far away, the other queen’s ship rested on the ocean floor, too.

      Ricardo rested with her, and I’d hate the bitch for all of eternity for that.

      On bad days, like today, I remembered her name was Maritza, and she had hailed from Italy. At the bitter end, Captain Maritza had jumped ship to join the British, leading the Royal Navy straight to the Calico.

      My memories, renewed heartbreak over a past I couldn’t change, and Benny’s silence annoyed me into snapping, “Why are you asking me this?”

      “There’s a museum exhibit opening tomorrow evening. Could you come dressed up like that tavern wench?”

      My cheek twitched. “Pirate, Benny. I was dressed like a pirate.”

      “But you didn’t have a hat or a bandana.”

      Closing my eyes, I sucked in a deep breath through clenched teeth. “I wasn’t a pirate captain. Just part of the crew. I didn’t have to wear a hat or a bandana.” Last year, the wind would’ve whipped a hat or bandana right off my frizzy head anyway. “Why am I going to dress like a pirate?”

      “Because I’m asking you nicely? Please? I’ll take you out for a beer afterward.”

      I missed grog. I missed good ale. I missed a jigger of rum on the rolling seas. Beer, however, could talk me into a lot of things, and Benny knew me far too well. “Make it three and a nip of something to eat, and I’m in.” I paused, drumming my fingers on my phone. “However, ye best be dressin’ up like ye be on the high seas too, me hearty.”

      “Aye-aye, Captain!”

      “I didn’t say I was coming as a captain.”

      “Please come as a captain. You can, can’t you? I’ll make it four beers, and I’ll bring cookies.”

      Ah, cookies. The bane of my existence, the delight of my tongue, and expander of my waistline. I’d have to spend a lot of time swimming if I wanted to undo the damage Benny’s cookies would surely inflict on my self-restraint, not that I had much self-restraint to begin with. “They better be chocolate.”

      “With hazelnuts,” he promised. “Meet me at the pier-side science museum in Norwalk.”

      I came to a full stop, stunned into momentary silence. I’d just come from Norwalk’s aquarium. Had my curse of bad luck and misfortune worked its way on shore to haunt me yet again? “Norwalk? You mean in Connecticut?”

      “Yeah, they built that new science museum not far from the aquarium. You need directions?”

      I sighed. “I can figure it out.” As I’d just come back from successfully robbing Norwalk’s aquarium, I was at no risk of getting lost. Maybe I’d find something worthy of stealing from the museum. I could go all in and become Norwalk’s most notorious criminal. Considering the town’s population—or lack thereof—I wouldn’t have to work very hard at it. “What time?”

      “Eight.”

      I did the math; it’d take me an hour to get home from work and another to get dressed and geared up. That’d leave me with half an hour to spare if I wanted to get to the museum on time. “They better be damned good cookies.” I hung up on him, cursed my inability to tell the dumb, sweet man no, and headed for my living room.

      If lounging in an artificial coral reef paradise couldn’t cool my jets, nothing short of a swim in the sea and allowing the ocean’s curse to take hold would.
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            I would spend the rest of my cursed days grumpy, miserable, and refusing to settle for less.

          

        

      

    

    
      Why had I decided working as a banker was a good idea?

      Worse, not only was I a banker, I was an ethical one. Since when did someone like me adhere to the contrived ethics of society? Instead of gaming the system to build my wealth like a good little pirate, I played the game fair and square, hunting fortune for the sake of those who scraped their pennies together in hopes of finding a dollar.

      Anyone could be a sleaze and win the money game. Overcoming the system and its corruption without cheating was the real challenge, and I needed a challenge, or I’d go insane.

      I bulldozed my way through the Monday slog, turning a lot of lost pennies into what might become a dollar if I played the market just right. Sometimes I won, sometimes I lost, but I liked winning far more than I did losing, so I worked to make certain I came out on top more often than not.

      Maybe my evening outing with Benny to a museum would help restore my sense of normality. Then again, not much about me was normal. If I worked on that, would I have an easier time forming a long-term relationship with someone?

      No, it wouldn’t. I abandoned the idea, as I couldn’t view another man without thinking about Ricardo and finding my new interest lacking in some way or another. Ricardo hadn’t been perfect.

      He’d just been perfect for me, and I hadn’t found anyone who could compare.

      As such, I would spend the rest of my cursed days grumpy, miserable, and refusing to settle for less, because that’s what I did. I refused to settle and stayed miserable.

      Maybe one day, I would grow tired of being alone and miserable and start settling for something a little less than perfect for me. Considering my stubborn streak, it would take another few hundred years. By that time, humans might be inhabiting space, I might live somewhere without an ocean to bother me, and my life would be an alien existence.

      Hell, who was I kidding? Several hundred years had dumped me into an alien existence, and I often found myself less than impressed with the modern world and its trappings.

      Five minutes after five, I abandoned the office and almost made it to my motorcycle when my cell rang. I dug the device out of my pocket and considered slamming it onto the asphalt to rid the Earth of it. My boss didn’t like the rate I broke phones, and if she learned I destroyed the damned things on purpose, she’d make me walk the plank.

      Since it was my business phone, I was stuck answering with a politer greeting than I used at home. “Corona speaking.”

      “Cathy,” my boss purred in my ear, her voice seductive and smoky, able to entrap men foolish enough to listen to her for too long. “Did you expand the Bensen account like I asked you to earlier?”

      I pulled my phone from my ear and checked the time on my watch. At six after five, I should have been on my motorcycle, roaring my way towards home to get dressed to go to a museum rather than discussing an idiot billionaire who needed me to scrape his pennies together because he had less common sense than the average bilge rat.

      Damn it, I liked the old man almost as much as I liked Benny. I’d lost my edge, lowering myself to the shallow comradeship of men who sometimes even appreciated the work I did with their money.

      I sighed softly enough my boss wouldn’t hear me. “Yes, ma’am. I submitted the proposal to Mr. Bensen this afternoon.”

      “Has he replied yet?”

      “Not as of five minutes ago, ma’am.”

      “You’re not in your office. Why not?”

      Benny had no idea his sudden need for a pirate had saved my ass from a long night of waiting for my office phone to ring, and while my boss had her flaws, she liked Benny, too. Benny earned her a lot of money. “I am going to the opening of a museum exhibit this evening, ma’am.”

      “A museum exhibit. The Bensen account could expand by five hundred million tonight, and you’re going to a museum exhibit?”

      “Mr. Allen invited me to attend with him, ma’am.”

      “Benjamin Allen? Our client?”

      “The same.”

      “Why would he invite you anywhere?”

      I marched my way through the bank’s underground parking to my motorcycle, snatching my helmet from the seat. Several deep breaths and a few reminders I couldn’t afford to break my phone again kept my temper in check. “He asked a favor, ma’am.”

      “What could you possibly have that he could possibly want? Surely not your bike. You really should get around to replacing that antique, Cathy. I can put in a good word for you at a dealership. I know a guy.”

      All right, so maybe my motorcycle had been old before my boss had been born, but I liked my 1936 Harley-Davidson Knucklehead. It wasn’t my fault she couldn’t understand the bike’s worth—or that it really didn’t matter my house was worth less than a hundred thousand if I ever got around to fixing the place up. Maybe my home was poised to fall down around my ears, but I treasured my antique bike. I even kept her the same teak red and black she’d been painted the day I had liberated her from an idiot who couldn’t hold his liquor or his cash—or play cards worth a damn.

      “You would have to ask Mr. Allen that, ma’am. I—”

      My boss hung up on me. I lowered my cell and stared at the display, which informed me the call had ended. Weighing the pros and cons of throwing the device across the garage, I bounced the phone in my palm. “Why me?”

      I tucked my helmet under my arm and straddled my bike, settling on the seat to give my boss the five minutes it would take her to verify I wasn’t lying through my teeth. Would the idle-brained bilge sucking landlubber ever figure out I wouldn’t lie about something so easy to confirm?

      Four minutes and thirty-seven seconds after hanging up on me, my boss called back.

      “Corona speaking.” I deserved an extra cookie for keeping my voice pleasant when I wanted to snap curses at my boss for wasting my time.

      I only had thirty minutes in my schedule to waste on idiocy.

      “When will you be finished with this exhibit?”

      “I don’t know, ma’am. Mr. Allen didn’t specify a time.” If my boss came between me and my cookies, I’d teach her a thing or two about how to make crew—or co-workers—miserable. “I assumed it would be a late evening affair.”

      “What about the Bensen account?” My boss’s tone grew shrill, and I held my phone away from my ear.

      Had she been asleep through the entire proposal process? I closed my eyes and thought about the rolling of a ship on storm-tossed seas, the creaking of the masts when wayward winds caught the sails, and the whipping hiss of rain-soaked ropes.

      I had braved the ocean’s fury, and I had emerged safe from its wrath time and time again. I could handle anything my boss threw at me without smashing my phone to teeny tiny bits. “Ma’am, Mr. Bensen has over a hundred pages of proposal to explore. I do not expect a response from him until tomorrow afternoon at the earliest.”

      “But what if he has questions?”

      While tempted to tell her Mr. Bensen was a reasonable human being, he really wasn’t. He was more of a shark than I was, and that was saying a lot. He was intelligent for a modern human, too, uglier than sin, older than respectable for any man, and when he was in a mood, he had a mouth so foul I sometimes thought he was a bit like me, someone who had lived before the world had gone completely mad.

      I considered my pirate outfit and decided I could find a spot for my cell somewhere. “I’ll have my phone with me.”

      “Fine.” My boss hung up.

      I stashed my phone in my leather jacket, stuffed my helmet over my hair, and kickstarted the engine. At least some quality time on my bike would soothe my temper before I had to endure an evening of reliving a life long lost.
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        * * *

      

      My boss called me five times in the span of an hour, and by the time I got dressed, buckled my belts in place, fluffed my frills just right, wiggled my way into my corset, polished my boots, and otherwise turned time back to 1690 or so, I considered loading my old flintlock with live ammunition and sparing a few minutes to take a whetting stone to my cutlass. I used my home phone to call Benny. While it rang, I twitched my hand over my pistol and thought about shooting my cell, so the wretched device would never bother me again.

      “What can I do you for, darlin’?” Benny drawled.

      “Can you either gag my boss, put her on a leash, or find some way to get her off my back?”

      “I told her you were coming with me tonight for an event. She called.”

      “You still pals with Bensen?”

      “Ask him yourself. He’ll be at the museum.”

      My day went from bad to worse, and I locked my glare on the ammunition box in my armoire. “Isn’t Norwalk a dinky little blink-and-miss-it town? Why in blazes would Bensen be going there?”

      “It’s a really unique exhibit.”

      I thought about cookies, chocolate chip ones with hazelnuts. “I’m going to need five cookies for this, Benny.”

      “It’s a good thing I made you an entire batch, then. You are getting twenty-four cookies all for your enjoyment. Will you make it on time?”

      “Maybe if my boss stops calling me!”

      “I’ll take care of it. There will be a valet at the museum. What will you be driving?”

      “I was planning on riding my motorcycle.”

      “Do you have a car? It’s supposed to rain. Wouldn’t want you to wreck your wench outfit.”

      I did have a car, but I only brought it out when absolutely necessary; I preferred to get wet over joining modern society. I loved my car, but it was more of a vehicle Ricardo would have appreciated, had he survived to the modern era. He hadn’t, so all my prized car did was remind me of the past and make me miserable while making me like it. I was truly my worst enemy, and I needed to stop being such a bitch to myself. “I do have a car…”

      “Bring it,” he ordered.

      Damn it all to the darkest, deepest trench of the seven seas. “It’s rain. All it’s going to do is get me wet.”

      “Just humor me this once.”

      I was proud of myself. Despite the urge, I didn’t scream my frustration or fling my phone at the wall. “Fine. I’ll bring my car.”

      “Just tell the valet you’re with me when you arrive. They’ll make sure your vehicle is parked somewhere safe. Anyway, you wouldn’t want to leave your motorcycle with kids who wouldn’t know how to start it. I’ll see you soon.” Benny hung up without giving me a chance to protest.

      Somehow, I resisted the urge to sharpen my sword and load my flintlock.
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        * * *

      

      I made it to the museum with five minutes to spare. Thanks to my less-than-legal exploits in the town, I knew my way around, although I had made a point of parking near the coast and approaching the aquarium from the ocean during my thefts. Museum patrons clogged the narrow, picturesque streets, and when I finally did reach the valet, I wanted to grab a pair of landlubbers and bash their heads together.

      Why had Benny made me drive my car? I had a love-hate relationship with the damned thing; the Rolls-Royce Silver Cloud turned heads and, like my motorcycle, was painted red. Self-conscious me, a pirate, drove a luxury vehicle some collector would love to have in his garage. Worse, I’d picked it with a long-dead lover in mind. I got out of my car and tossed the keys to the young man waiting at the curb. “I’m with Benny Allen.” I gave my car a long look to communicate there would be death and mayhem if I got it back with a single scratch.

      The valet gulped, and I left him gaping at my vehicle.

      “You even wore a hat,” Benny cooed, striding through the museum’s front doors to join me.

      When I had sailed the seas, few fleets had worn actual uniforms; captains picked their own attire until 1770 or so. British captains often chose blue overcoats with gold trim to represent their nation.

      Benny wore a British captain’s coat well, and he’d almost gotten the costume perfect, right down to his white leggings and black shoes with gold buckles. I narrowed my eyes, squared my shoulders, and examined him from head to toe. “British bilge scum.”

      “Lady pirate,” he countered, dipping into a bow, tipping off his tricorne hat and swishing it with excessive gusto. Under his hat, he wore one of the ridiculous white wigs the British had enjoyed inflicting on everyone, another thing he’d gotten right about his attire. “We meet again.”

      “My lucky day.”

      At least I wasn’t alone in wearing a costume. Several other pirates made their way into the museum, although all of them looked like they’d gone to some cheap costume store. The men wore flimsy shirts, bright-colored sashes suitable for a flamboyant showoff, weapons from the wrong century, and boots no self-respecting pirate would ever have worn. One or two women dressed as sailors left very little to the imagination, and I cringed at the thought of the rope burns they’d suffer if they actually wore such skimpy clothes while on a real ship.

      Most of the women, much to my relief, dressed as ladies, although they’d picked gowns in fashion over a hundred years after the Golden Age of Piracy had come to an end.

      “Please allow me to introduce myself, lady pirate,” Benny declared, returning his tricorne hat to his head without dislodging his wig. “I am Captain Benjamin Allen of the British Navy.”

      “You mean you’re not in character? Pity, that. For a moment, I thought you were going to regale me with tales of your cunning at sea.”

      “There is no finer British captain than I, lady pirate.” Grinning, he offered his arm. “Shall we, Captain Corona?”

      He had no way of knowing how his words hurt or the past he exhumed from its watery grave, but he cut me to the quick and left my heart bleeding out on the sidewalk. A pirate captain didn’t take the arm of a British captain, and I refused his offer with a huff and lifted chin, angling my head so I could stare down my nose at him. “Watch your step, Captain Allen.”

      Benny’s bright smile warned me some game was afoot, one he’d enjoy playing, likely at my expense. He’d already gotten in his hits without knowing it, and I’d likely count the night as his victory just from how much of my past he’d managed to dredge up within a single day. Sometimes he surprised me, showing sparks of brilliance when he so often missed what was right in front of him.

      Benny gestured to the museum. “Never fear, m’lady. I shall. This way, then.”

      Striding towards the museum’s glass doors, I took a moment to admire the blend of the old and the new. At ten stories, it towered over everything else in town. I’d seen it beside the aquarium on prior visits to Norwalk, but I’d never thought it housed a museum.

      Within the lobby, paintings of famous galleons, frigates, and other ships from the Golden Age of Piracy decorated the walls. An anchor, pitted and worn from long exposure to the sea, rose from the marble floor, cordoned off with a red rope. A plaque proudly declared it had been found in the wreckage of Queen Anne’s Revenge. My eyes widened, and I sucked in a breath, stepping forward to get a closer look.

      I’d sailed the same waters with Edward Teach. I’d seen his proud ship on the horizon. Once, I’d had the misfortune of sharing the same air he breathed, and I lived to tell the tale only because he had never learned who I was or which captain I served.

      He had thought of me as an amusing wench, one with enough fire and backbone to spit on even him, and he’d dumped me at the first lot of land when he’d been finished terrorizing his crew with the presence of a woman on board.

      Where Blackbeard sailed, trouble surely followed in his wake. I’d heard his Queen Anne’s Revenge had been found and pieces of her dredged up from the deeps, but I’d paid the news no mind.

      The wise let the dead sleep and ignored a siren’s call.

      Like Blackbeard, we had fallen to the British, and the Crown had paid well for the sinking of our ship. At least in one way, we had risen above those aboard Queen Anne’s Revenge.

      The British hadn’t taken our captain’s head for all they had taken our lives. She had died with us, and our beautiful frigate had sunk before the British could lay their filthy hands on us and take captives—or heads. Only the curse of the sea had spared my life.

      I had journeyed with them to the depths, watching their bodies sink through the currents and be swept away on the tides. One by one, I had brought them back to the Calico so they might sleep together beneath the waves, swearing one day to join them—to rejoin her.

      Oh Captain, my Captain.
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            Over my dead body!

          

        

      

    

    
      While the museum’s lobby contained treasures of gold and history, the antechambers guided visitors through a history of the high seas, portrayed the nations fighting to be the supreme rulers of the oceans, and showcased the pirate scourges menacing the tides. To those around me, the pistols, the cannons, the emptied kegs of gunpowder, the old jiggers for measuring rum, and the riggings of deceased ships represented the past, artifacts to be admired.

      To me, they were memories.

      Benny bounced from display case to display case with the enthusiasm of a child let outside to play after a long rain, taking in the exhibit with wide-eyed wonder. No matter how often I thought of him as dumb but sweet, he thirsted to experience the world, something I respected well enough.

      I couldn’t remember what had driven me out to sea or how I’d become part of Captain Louisa’s crew, but the wonder of discovering something new on the swelling waves or seeking distant shores never faded. I remembered many of the people represented among the pirates and their hunters. Most knew of Blackbeard, and there were numerous displays dedicated to him and his crew, but lesser-known pirates made a good showing, including the women. While Anne Bonney took the spotlight, some of the more interesting pirate queens from around the world were featured. Of them, Grace O’Malley of Ireland intrigued me. Neither one of us had liked the British, so we may have found common ground in our mutual enemy had we shared the tides.

      For her, piracy began as a way to rescue family, something I appreciated although I didn’t understand it. For me, the crew had been my family, and I had no memory of anyone else.

      It took us almost two hours to work our way through the maze of rooms dedicated to pirates and the sailors who fought against them. For a small town to hide such a wealth of knowledge astonished me.

      I snagged hold of Benny’s sleeve to catch his attention. “Why did they bring this collection here?”

      “The main exhibit was located not far from here. That’s part of the reason why. They needed a building large enough for it to fit, close enough to New York City to lure school groups, and access to the ocean.” Benny grinned at me and tipped his hat. “That, plus I own the majority of the artifacts on display in this museum. I wanted them close to home.”

      Benjamin Allen, investor and general annoyance with an interest in baking, sometimes managed to surprise me, and when he did, it reminded me of the time I hadn’t watched a boom and got cold-cocked and tossed overboard. My mouth dropped open, and words failed me.

      Benny owned the majority of the exhibits within the museum? While he had taken interest in my outfit from last year’s Halloween party, I’d never even suspected he had more than a passing interest in pirates or their history.

      “And since we’re on the subject of my collection, wherever did you get that flintlock? May I?”

      Saved by the curious man I had always thought was dumb but sweet. Still absorbing the fact I’d been suckered somehow, I mumbled, “Sure.”

      I unholstered my pistol and offered it to him. With a practiced hand, Benny inspected the weapon, one of his eyebrows arching as he flipped it over and examined the wood, the bronze, and the steel.

      “Dragoon flintlock pistol. I’d date this from somewhere between 1650 to 1720.” Angling the gun in the light, Benny inspected the bronze insets, which coiled around the pistol in the shape of a sea serpent. “Most use a dragon design, but this looks more like a serpent of some sort. Armi Da Fuoco Italiane?”

      I weighed the advantages of lying to Benny against the consequences of being caught in a lie. Considering he had correctly identified my pistol’s age and its manufacture, I decided caution would serve me better than my normal bluffing. Then again, unless he’d been there the day Captain Louisa had slammed the oak box on top of the ship’s logs, her flawless face blanched from fury over my display of rebellion, which had resulted in her beloved ship requiring a lot of repairs, he’d never know the truth.

      Instead of making me walk the plank, she’d given me a gun, a gift from her lover, a jewel of the sea, along with a warning if I ever did something so stupid again she’d spank me. Of course, she hadn’t expected me to answer her challenge with deliberate infractions, but that was hardly my fault.

      She should’ve known not to challenge me, especially not after taking Ricardo and returning him to his crew. It hadn’t been my fault his captain happened to be my captain’s lover. She had challenged the norms taking a rival captain to be her lover, and I had resented the loss of the one man who convinced me love could be real—and obtained.

      I decided to stick with a very modified version of the truth. “It was a gift.”

      “Someone likes you a lot. I don’t suppose you’d be willing to sell it?”

      While tempted to say, ‘Over my dead body!’ I gave a single shake of my head before reclaiming my weapon. The sea’s memory was long, and it didn’t like giving up its dead—or ending its curses. I’d learned that lesson well enough.

      The day I died would be the day the ocean willingly gave up what rightfully belonged to it. Until then, I’d remain a living relic.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The anchor from Queen Anne’s Revenge served as the gathering place of the rich and famous waiting for the moment they would behold the museum’s main exhibit, and Benny basked in the glow of their attention. I, on the other hand, wanted to hide.

      Unfortunately for me, my friend enjoyed the dichotomy of a pirate captain alongside a British naval captain far too much. Whenever I tried to slip away, he found someone else to introduce me to.

      On my fifth escape attempt, he flagged down Franklin Benson, holder of my bank’s largest accounts. In his late eighties, half the office looked forward to the man’s death, which would result in financial chaos of the worst—and best—sort. We’d be freed from the influence of a money shark at the price of helping his estate liquidate his investments.

      The job would fall mostly to me, and if his heirs didn’t annoy me too much, I’d even scrape their pennies together to find extra dollars for them, too—if my cut of the pie was right.

      “Ah, Benny. Have I told you today your collection is simply marvelous?” Bensen swept forward with the force of a tide, parting the crowd and plowing into my friend, giving him a hearty beating on his back.

      With my luck, I’d be waiting a very, very long time for the energetic old man to realize he was supposed to keel over and die. Sighing, I braced for the moment of recognition, when Bensen realized his investment manager was dressed like a pirate and had worn makeup to mimic the dirt and gunpowder of surviving a sea battle.

      “Not today, Franklin, but I’ll accept your groveling as always.”

      “Good lad. That’ll take you far. I see you couldn’t resist the urge to dress the part. Good choice. Who is your… friend?”

      Benny grinned, reached over and grabbed my elbow, and pulled me forward. “You’ve met.”

      For a brief moment, a frown darkened Bensen’s expression, and then he looked me over head to toe before narrowing his eyes and studying my face. When he realized who I was, he burst into laughter. “Catalina Corona, if my eyes do not deceive me!”

      “Mr. Bensen,” I greeted.

      “Franklin, darling. It’s after hours. I had no idea you made such a striking pirate lass.”

      At a complete loss for how to deal with the situation, I decided to punt the ball back into Benny’s court. “Benny invited me to come and asked a favor to get me to dress up.”

      “He does like showing off, our Benny. I’m impressed.” Bensen turned to Benny, his eyebrows arched high. “Wherever did you find such an authentic costume for her? You must have been planning this a long time.”

      “Asked her yesterday, actually. She wore it to the Halloween party last year at her bank, and I had happened to swing in for some business and saw her in it.”

      With admirable speed, Bensen whipped a cell out of his pocket, tapped the screen, and put it to his ear. “Ah, darling Harriet. How are you?”

      My worst nightmare unfolded in front of me, one I couldn’t escape without murdering one of my boss’s favorite—and wealthiest—clients. I knew exactly one Harriet, and she’d already dressed me down for daring to go to a museum exhibit rather than waiting on Bensen’s whims.

      When she found out I stood within five feet of the man, dressed like a pirate, she’d find a reason to fire me. Then again, it was high time I moved somewhere far away and picked up a new occupation, so no one realized I didn’t age like everyone else.

      “Yes, yes. I received it. If I have any questions, I’ll make sure I ask her. She’s, very helpfully, made herself quite available, thank you. I had a question for you. You are hosting another Halloween party this year, correct?” The pause made me think my boss had no such plans and was scrambling to come up with something on the fly. “I’d like to put in a special request.”

      I turned to Benny, put aside my dislike for his attire, and used his shoulder as a convenient forehead rest, closing my eyes so I could pretend the world did not exist. My hat tipped backwards but stayed on my head. Like he would with a child, my friend patted my shoulder. “There, there. I know. He’s insufferable when he gets like this, but we have to indulge the old man. It’s only polite.”

      I peeked through my lashes, canting my head to watch my client continue to insert an unhealthy amount of chaos into my life.

      Bensen flicked his hand in our direction. “Quiet, you scurvy curs. Ah, I apologize, Harriet. I’d like to request that the ever-so-charming Miss Catalina wear her delightful pirate costume to the Halloween party this year. It would be doing me quite the favor. Oh, I’m sure she already knows. She’s standing right next to me. Oh, dear. It seems that a haughty young British captain is trying to take her into custody. I better put an end to that nonsense right now. I will see you at the party, darling Harriet.”

      Hanging up, Bensen pointed at Benny. “Unhand the fair maiden, Captain.”

      A headache brewed behind my eyes. I straightened, swallowing back my urge to sigh. Lifting my hand, I gave my brow a brisk rub. “I think you’re confused. Fair? Maiden?”

      “Your outfit is a most clever disguise.”

      “Why am I here, Benny?”

      “I believe I bribed you with beer and cookies, plus a nip of something to eat afterwards.”

      Damned those cookies, anyway. Why did I always fall for the cookies? Ah, right. Hundreds of years flitting around the world hadn’t graced me with the ability to bake anything other than charred discs. I could cook, but my curse seemed to extend to baked treats.

      Then again, my inability to bake likely saved me from becoming a beached whale, bloated on sugary confections.

      Shaking my head, I heaved a sigh. “I may have undercharged you.”

      “I’m afraid it’s too late to back out now. You had your chance to negotiate.”

      Since when had my dumb but sweet Benny become so ruthless and clever? I would really need to reevaluate my original opinion of him. With a grunt, I adjusted my hat. “Better be the best damned cookies you’ve ever made, and that nip better be good, or I’ll be paying you a visit and plundering your house, me hearty.”

      I meant it, too. It’d beat having to face my boss tomorrow morning, especially when she had a little over a month to prepare for an office party she didn’t want to host. Then again, she’d probably dump the whole thing on my lap in addition to my regular work without offering any help whatsoever.

      Maybe I’d pay Bensen a visit, too. When the going got tough, sometimes it paid off to return to my roots and make like a pirate before busting out of the joint. That’d serve both men right.

      Maybe in Benny’s case I’d consider a different sort of plundering. Good—and bad—deeds deserved their proper reward, after all, and the man had somehow managed to outsmart me at my own game.

      That’d teach me to lower my defenses and underestimate someone.

      Then again, I’d have to go through the headache of finding out if Benny was married. If he was, that
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