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Prologue
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The calm seas and favorable winds quickly changed with the shout of one word: "Fire!" Within seconds, the cannon balls ripped through the portside of the British frigate.

Captain Mallory stood on the upper deck of his newly damaged ship with a spyglass pressed against his eye. He had to find the fool who dared to attack a British naval ship and punish them. Then suddenly he felt his life's blood drain from his face. What he thought at first a fool ended up being no mire mortal. Through a brown leather mask were the eyes of an eagle piercing right at him. Faced with the reality of their doom, he quickly exchanged his spyglass for his sword.

Captain Mallory hurried across the quarterdeck with a plan in mind. Though he knew his crew would meet their end today, he would not allow the artillery to fall into a pirate's hand. After collecting a dozen of his men, they quickly made their way down towards the main deck.

Once they were at the grate above the cargo, Captain Mallory ordered half the men to go below while the others stayed with him. As they formed a perimeter around the grate, the first wave of pirates boarded. "So it begins," Captain Mallory, muttered to himself, then without pause he raised his sword and cried out, "Attack!"

As the two sides collided, Captain Mallory tried to spot the notorious Griffin with his spyglass. He scanned the battle around him, but no Griffin. Slowly he aimed his sight higher. "There you are," Captain Mallory stated when he found the Griffin still aboard the Banshee. He kept an eye on the Griffin as he stood on its rail watching the battle unfold. Then he saw something that sent chills up his spine. The Griffin began to show pleasure by the rise in the corners of his mouth with every sound of steel thrust upon steel, and men crying out their last breath. If that was not frightening enough the demon from hell suddenly took flight, and Captain Mallory unknowingly dropped the spyglass causing it to shatter at his feet.

The strong thick smell of impending death mixed with the light fresh sent of salt air. Only a few could stomach such a smell, and the Griffin was one of them. As he swung over the shattered rail of the British frigate, he let out a loud rumbling chuckle then let go of the rope. With joy still dancing in his golden eyes, he made a precise landing on the quarterdeck below him. Shortly afterwards he felt the frigate begin to tilt. Time was running out and he still needed to locate the cargo. He sprinted towards the rail overlooking the main deck. There he spotted his first mate close to the stairs leading up to the quarterdeck. He watched with envy as his first mate danced up and down the steps all the while fighting off five of the Brits. Needing to be included, he leapt over the railing.

The short path from where he landed to the stairs proved to be more of a challenge then he had expected. As he made his way towards his first mate, he ended up dodging shots, ducking blows and even managed to grab a sword from his opponent as it swung towards his head. Now armed with two swords he fought his way through the battle towards his first mate. However, when he finally reached his destination, the fight had moved to the top of the stairs. He rushed up the steps back onto the quarterdeck and forced his way through Brits that had encircled his first mate. Without pause, he swung his swords.

As swords clashed, the two pirates proved their combined skills had given them the upper hand. Together they fought as one against the five Brits, and swiftly released them from their earthly bodies. With no one left, the Griffin swiftly pulled out his sword from the last body as he asked, "Where is the cargo?"

Without a word, his first mate pointed his bloody sword towards the deck below. The Griffin quickly turned his attention towards the main deck where he spotted the unprotected grate. Ready to take his prize he took a step towards the staircase, but found his path blocked by three more Brits. "My God!" he muttered to himself, "Do these idiots even know when to give up?"

"Throw me one of your swords," his first mate called out, "I can handle these."

Without hesitation, the Griffin tossed his first mate the newly acquired weapon. Then, while his first mate drew their enemies' attention, he slipped away.

With the staircase in use, he jumped up onto the handrail and slid down. He picked up speed as he approached the main deck and had no time to slow when he spotted two Brits stepped in his way. The thought of him becoming a human shish kabob did not sit well. To avoid such a fate, he leapt off the handrail and flipped over their heads. When he landed, he glanced back to find that two of his men had already taken care of the Brits. With his path now clear, he hurried towards the grate.

As the Griffin approached his destination, his eyes were dancing with delight. Yet, when they gazed upon the grate that protected the large wooden crates lying below his feet, they somewhat dimmed. Bound in place by a large heavy chain and an equally heavy lock, he slipped his sword back into its encasement. After he carefully eyed the solid metal lock, he knew of only one tried and true way to eliminate it. He took a step back as he grabbed his pistol from his waistband.

Carefully he aimed his pistol at the center of the lock then cocked it. However, just as his finger reached for the trigger he heard the sound of crunching glass behind him. Rapidly he turned around. With his pistol still cocked, he found himself faced to face with the Captain of the ship's pistol aimed at his chest. As their eyes locked, a flash of gunpowder and a puff of smoke filled the air between them.
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Chapter One
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The sound of gunfire awoke Ashley Jones out of a deep sleep. As she sprung up in her bed, her heart raced while her eyes whirled about the room. Seeing nothing suspicious, they continued to roam until they fell upon a golden glow piercing between the curtains. "Damn!" The quiet exclamation escaped her mouth before she could stop it. Quickly she clamped her hand over her mouth and hoped her mother wasn't listening on the other side of the door. She listened for a moment, but the doorknob stayed silent. Relieved, she lowered her hand and grabbed the folds of her covers. Since she had overslept, she now had to make up time. Quickly she tossed off the covers and leapt out of bed. As she hurried towards the bedroom, she didn't realize the object of her late night had quietly slid off the cover and hid itself under her bed.

There was only one thing she hated about her personal bathroom, the cold tile floor. She ignored the sudden chill caused by the change from carpet to tile and headed straight towards the mirror. It was large and hung just above the pedestal sink. When she stared into it, she let out a heavy sigh at her reflection. Staring back at her was a devastating disaster. Her strawberry blonde hair hung in a mass of mangled up knots. Hoping it wasn't as bad as it looked, she collected two black cloth rubber bands and a brush from the rack next to the sink. Now armed with her weapons she started the daunting task.

She feverously maneuvered the brush through her long hair. And along with every agonizing stroke, she blamed her mother. It was her fault for forbidding romance novels in the house. It was also her fault, she felt it was her daughterly right to defy her. However, the longer she thought about it the more she realized her mother had not forced her to read until she fell asleep. Slowly her flared nostrils relaxed. Then unexpectedly something made her eyes widened.

"Seriously," she huffed as her eyes quickly shifted from her empty hand back up into the mirror. Dangling from the back of her head was the brush as if it were mocking her. Irritated she reached up and grabbed the handle then yanked. Sharp pain shot throughout the back of her head, but she had released the brush. Yet, when she looked down at the chunk of hair held fast within the brush, it told her the accomplishment came with a price. Quickly she plucked the renegade strands out of the brush and allowed them to freefall into the wastebasket.

After the brush was clean, she went back to her task. This time the brush glided through her hair with little resistance. When she was done, she set the brush aside then pulled her hair back into a ponytail. She took the bands from her wrist and wrapped them around her hair three times for a tight fit then gave one last tug. Glad to have that over with, she grinned at herself in the mirror. However, it soon fell with the muffled shouts from her mother through her bedroom door.

"Just five more minutes," Ashley yelled back as she rushed back into her bedroom. Pressed for time she raced towards the dresser. When she reached it, she pulled open the small top drawer on her right and snatched out a white pushup bra. Quickly she wrapped it around her nightshirt, clasped the front then pulled the nightshirt out from underneath. After sliding her arms out of the sleeves, she allowed the nightshirt to hang around her neck. She maneuvered her arms into the straps then slipped the straps over her shoulders. Now partially dressed, she discarded her night shirt as she dashed towards the closet.

Upon opening the door, her nose automatically crinkled at what awaited her on the other side. Hanging from a hook was the uniform the Marian Charter School expected her to wear. No matter how ugly or uncomfortable the uniform she kept in mind that today was the last day before spring break. She snatched the hangers off the hook and with a bounce in her step; she hustled back towards her bed.

After tossing the clothed hangers onto her bed, she hurriedly found the one that held her shirt and snagged it. As she whipped it around her, she slipped her arms into its sleeves and let it fall into place. She then snatched up the dull gray pleated skirt. Quickly she lowered it towards her feet, stepped into the middle, pulled it up and zipped. At that moment, she heard the sound of clanking dishes drifted into her room.

She knew all to well the message her mother was sending. Quickly she buttoned her shirt then tucked it in. Almost done, she grabbed the vest and whipped it around. As soon as her arms were through the holes, she gazed into the mirror attached to the dresser. Her upper lip sneered at how ridiculous the old-fashioned uniform looked. The lifeless colors not only dulled the brightness in her green eyes, but the shirt collar felt like a noose around her neck. Since suffocation wasn't part of her plans for today, she unbuttoned the top three buttons and pulled the collar slightly open. She took in a deep breath then released.

"Much better," she told herself as she opened the top left drawer and grabbed a pair of white knee-high socks. She then plopped down on her bed and swiftly put them on. With only one item left to complete her uniform, she leaned over, grabbed the black glossy flats off the floor, slipped them on then hopped off the bed.

She was on her way towards the door when she heard the car start. The race for time had just accelerated. Without stopping, she flung the door open and rushed straight through the family room. However, when she reached the dining area her mother wasn't where she thought.

"Damn, she must be in the car," she whispered under her breath. As she continued towards the kitchen, she heard the unmistakable disappointing throat clearing her mother made whenever someone had sworn. She came to a quick halt then slowly turned her head towards the living room. It was there she spotted her mother cleaning up after her father's morning mess. Feeling the urgent need to defuse her mother’s Irish temper, she put on a false smile and poured on the charm. "Wow mom. For a minute there I thought you were Ann Margaret."

"Nice try young lady," Deirdre snapped as she flipped the loose strand of flaming red hair out of her face. She then carried the dirty coffee mug, and newspaper, she had collected into the kitchen. As she passed her daughter she added, "We’re running late because of you."

Ashley stood in the dining room shocked for this was the first time in her life that her reference to Ann Margaret did not work. She must be in deep trouble. Afraid to lose her spring break privileges she hurried over to the counter that separated the dining room from the kitchen. As she stood across from her mother, she placed her hands upon the countertop then leaned slightly forward. Now staring down at the top of her mother’s head, as she placed the remaining dishes into the dishwasher, Ashley apologized. "Mom I’m truly sorry."

Slightly softened by the heartfelt apology Deirdre closed the dishwasher door then glanced up at her daughter. However, within seconds her face turned as red as her hair. "Good God child! You are most certainly not going to school like that."

"Why does it matter? There are no boys there," Ashley strongly stated as she pushed herself back onto her feet.

"That’s not the point, young lady, and you know it," Deirdre replied as she flew from around the counter.

In an instant, Ashley's mother stood before her and tightened the white colored noose around her throat once more. Fighting the urge to tug at it, she stood silently while her mother stepped back and gave her the once over.

Satisfied things were back the way they should be Deirdre grinned then snapped, "Now come, your father is wasting gas."

Eager for the day to be over Ashley followed her mother in close pursuit. When they reached the utility room, her mother continued outside while she scooped up her backpack from the top of the washer and flung one strap over her shoulder. She then collected her jacket off its hook and draped it over her arm. Now ready for school she grabbed the doorknob, as she exited, and shout the door.

As she hopped down the two-stepped porch the morning sun shone brightly on the beast they called a car. With no way to hide all its dents and chipped paint, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. Their old beat-up Ford Escort wagon was defiantly an eye sore. With no alternative means of transportation, she hustled to the passenger's side, popped open the door and tossed her backpack across the seat. When she claimed her seat, she glanced up into the rearview mirror and finally asked the question she held in her head all morning. "Dad was that you I heard firing the shot gun this morning?"

"Damn moles digging up my lawn," Bryon ranted as he wrapped one hand around the steering wheel then put the car into drive.

The annoying tone in his voice told Ashley she had hit a sore spot. Furthermore, the scowl on her mother’s face that popped into the rearview mirror confirmed it. With the car now in motion, there was no escape. Her father continued to ramble on about how the moles had joined up with the ninja rabbits and were rising up against him. It was not until he could no longer see the pushed-up dirt in his lawn did he finally stop. Relieved to have her sanity back she gazed out the window and listened to the sounds of the gravel shifting underneath the tires.

As they continued up the drive, her mind slowly drifted towards spring break. Lillian had tantalized her interest with a promise of the best vacation ever. She already knew they were going to Lillian’s family beach house because that is what they did every year. However, what was different this time? Did she plan a senior party? Had her father rented a party boat? Were there going to be boys? As she pondered on the possibilities, the car suddenly jolted. With her head clear again, she noticed they were close to the Scenic Highway Bridge and the Carver River that ran below it.

They crossed the bridge then drove through the small community on the other side. As they made their way up the last hill, the scrunched together, old-styled buildings gradually came into view. Ashley quietly prepared herself for what she knew would come next. With one hand clamped tight on the door handle, she held onto her backpack with the other. Then as expected, her father applied the brakes, and they came to an abrupt stop.

After being jolted, she silently thanked God for the invention of seatbelts while she watched her father climb out as if nothing happened. Amazed at his lack of awareness she slowly peeled her fingers from the handle, all the while thinking to herself, "Old people shouldn’t drive."

Slowly she massaged her fingers back to life as she watched her mother also exit the car. Knowing what to expect she glanced around hoping no one else would have to endure her parent's humiliating public display of affection. To her relief the streets were empty at that hour. As her gazed turned back towards her parents, her eyes fell upon the dashboard clock. Noting the time, she rolled down her window and called it out.

Deirdre reluctantly broke away from her husband's embrace and gave her daughter a furl brow as she hustled around the front of the car towards the driver's side. Since the car was already running, she hopped in and planted herself behind the steering wheel. She quickly buckled herself then checked both ways for the police. Seeing the streets empty, she peeled away from the curb making an illegal u-turn. In a hurry to get her daughter to the school on time, she planted her foot on the gas pedal so the car would stay at a consistent five miles over the limit.

It only took twenty minutes to reach the school, but it seemed longer due to the silence. Ashley knew this was her mother's way of punishment for being late. Therefore, when they turned into the parking lot, she was anxious to get out. She quickly unbuckled her seatbelt then glanced at the dashboard clock. With ten minutes before the first bell would ring, she raised her eyes to look out the windshield. To her surprise, they pulled up right behind her school bus.

Hoping her friend hadn't got off yet, Ashley grabbed her backpack and darted out of the car. Ignoring her mother's request to return and give her a kiss, she hurried towards the bus. Unfortunately, when she reached it there was no one left. "Where are you?" She then turned her attention towards the crowd at the front doors. In the midst of them all, she spotted the thick streak of pink dyed into the front of short blonde hair. Knowing her friend was the only one who could rock this style, she shouted, "Lillian!"

Lillian abruptly stopped. As she turned her head, she spotted her best friend heading her way. She calmly waited and held the door open all the while her inners bubbled. Having just overheard a new rumor, she couldn't wait to repeat it. Since waiting wasn't her strong point, the cork popped as soon as her friend was in range. "Oh my God Ashley, you won’t believe this. Teenage boys, we have teenage boys as neighbors."

"No way," Ashley questioned as she caught up to Lillian, "You’re not just pulling my leg, are you?"

Stunned by the accusation Lillian raised her brows and dropped her jaw. "Of course not, it came from a very reliable source."

As they entered the building, Ashley responded, "If you mean the gossip queen, Tia..."

"Now wait just a minute," Lillian cut her off, "I agree most of the time the rumors are just that, but I know what I saw. And I saw moving vans pulling into the gates of the old Langston mansion."

"You’re kidding?"

"Nope," answered Lillian. With that settled, she slipped her backpack off her shoulders, as they got closer to their lockers. When they stopped in front of them, she asked, "By the way why weren’t you on the bus?"

Ashley lifted the latch and pulled open her locker. As she unzipped her backpack and started to unload her books inside, she simply answered, "Overslept."

"Oh, you were reading another smut book."

"They’re called romance novels," Ashley stated sarcastically as she crammed her now empty backpack into her locker. Without further explanation, she pulled out the book she needed for Physics along with a notebook and pencil bag.

As Lillian closed her locker, the first bell rang. Ignoring the five-minute warning, she leaned up against her locker and voiced her thoughts, "Hey, since we are not leaving for the beach until tomorrow...why do not we go check out our new neighbors after school?"

Ashley paused for a moment. Then after careful consideration, the corners of her mouth raised slightly, "Camouflage?"

"Camouflage," Lillian smugly replied.

The excitement of spying on her new neighbors kept Ashley from concentrating on her studies. As the day progressed, she found herself eagerly waiting for the last bell to ring. In her sixth period class, she sat daydreaming while her history teacher went on about the importance of privateers during the battle of New Orleans.

Normally she would have paid attention because privateers were close to pirates, and she loved to read pirate novels. However, she had things that were more important on her mind. Her brain had to come up with the perfect trail from her house to the mansion where they wouldn't be seen horseback riding. Suddenly, she heard a loud smack in front of her. After blinking back to reality, she looked up. Glaring back at her was Mrs. Kenderman tapping a ruler in the palm of her hand.

"Are you still with us Miss Jones? Or are you already on vacation?"

Ashley heard the snickering of her classmates and was embarrassed to answer. Then as if fate stepped in the last bell rang. "On vacation," she stated.

While Mrs. Kenderman's nostrils flared, she quickly scooped up her books. Her only hope to escape the burning glare of disapproval was the door. She dashed towards it and only stopped once she reached the other side of it. While the other girls headed towards their lockers, she stepped aside and waited for Lillian.

Lillian was not far behind. As she entered the hallway, someone grabbed her arm and yanked her out of the crowd. Realizing it was her friend she couldn't contain her shock and blurted, "I can’t believe you said that, and to Mrs. Kenderman of all people."

"I know. Well at least she’ll have a week to get over it...I hope."

"Of course she will. Spring break makes everyone forget the past. Now let’s go."

Together they quickly maneuvered passed the others down the hallway. When they reached their lockers, they dropped off their books, collected their empty backpacks, and then raced to be the first ones on the bus.

Dodging the flock of clicks, beginning to form outside, Ashley and Lillian accomplished their goal. They were first in line to board the bus and quickly composed themselves before stepping on. The bus driver continued to read the newspaper as they calmly made their way towards the back.

"Hmmm...Left or right," Ashley asked.

Lillian pondered on the decision. She had to figure out from which side the mansion would appear. With the aid of her fingers like a compass she answered, "Our left, the bus' right." With the decision made, Ashley slipped in the seat towards the window then she claimed the isle. She then plopped her backpack next to her and snuck out her cell phone from the front pocket.

As Lillian called her father, Ashley kept an eye out. They were breaking the bus rules, and she knew of a few girls who would enjoy turning them in. However, as she watched the others, she noticed they were all too busy talking about what they were going to do while on break. While ease dropping on a few conversations she wondered what Lillian had planned for them. Her mind started to drift towards the beach but then brought back by a gentle tap on her shoulder. It was her turn. She took the phone from Lillian and waited until the bus pulled away from the curb before making her call.

The longer the shop's phone rang the tighter Ashley's fingers crossed. She needed her father to pick up if she was going to get her way. However, when it stopped ringing, she heard the voice on the other end and slumped back against the seat. "Hi mom," she began nervously, "can Lillian come over?" The answer she received came as no surprise. She started to roll her eyes until she heard her mother explanation. Filled with guilt she replied, "Okay, I understand. But will I still be able to go with Lillian tomorrow...Alright...I love you too."

When Ashley was done, Lillian took her phone and placed it back into her backpack. By the look on Ashley's face, she already knew the answer. So, more of a statement than a question she asked, "She said no, didn’t she?"

"Yes, I’m sorry." Ashley slouched further in her seat. She felt she had just crashed after a sugar rush.

"Did she say why?"

With her plans now dashed, Ashley rested her head against the window. "She has to go out of town."

"Oh," Lillian replied solemnly.

The bus drove the familiar route as the two sat in depressed silence. However, Lillian’s spirited personality would not allow it to last for long. Just because they were unable to investigate did not mean they could not speculate. Therefore, in the form of a game she broke the silence, "True or false, are the new neighbors rich?"

Rummy, Ashley tore herself from the window, "What?"

Lillian repeated the question and when her friend answered a somber truth, she moved to the next. "Ok, the rumor states teenage boys live in the house. If true, would you prefer handsome or portly?"

It did not take Ashley long to understand what her friend was trying to do, or to answer, "If true, I would definitely choose handsome." She allowed a slight glint to rise in her eyes. Then with an uneven smirk, she added, "But not just any kind of handsome, he’d have to be dashingly handsome."

"Do you mean like the ones in your smut books," Lillian joked as the bus turned off the scenic Highway and onto the back roads.

"Need I remind you they are called Romance Novels?"

"No," Lillian lightly laughed, "but even you’d have to admit pirates aren’t known to be romantic."

"Sure, they can."

"No, that’s why the books you read are called fiction."

Ashley huffed knowing there was no way to win her argument, "Well it doesn’t matter anyway. With our luck they’ll turn out to be two portly spoiled brats with pock marked faces."

"With money," Lillian eagerly reminded her friend.

"Lillian!" Ashley shot her friend a surprised glance.

"What? Oh, come on. You know I’m not really like that."

"I know." Ashley glanced out the window just as the bus stopped at the top of the hill. Her eyes fell towards the now occupied mansion. So far, the rumors were true. In the driveway, she spotted two large moving vans. However, that was not what caught her attention. Directing the movers was a nicely built young man not wearing mover's attire. Intrigued by that slight difference, she knew she just had to find a way to check him out.

Her gaze was only broken when the bus turned down her road. Knowing the next stop would be hers, she collected her backpack. Carefully she stood up then squeezed passed her friend. While standing in the isle she slipped her backpack onto her shoulders then glanced down at her friend, "I’ll see you in the morning."

"So, you’re still going with us."

"Of course, I just have to help my dad out for a few hours today."

"Good. We’re going to have so much fun this spring break," Lillian stated eagerly as the bus stopped.

"I’m looking forward to it."

Ashley hurried to the front of the bus where the doors were already open. She quickly exited then crossed the street. As she approached the mailbox, she couldn't help but glance back up at the mansion. There at the end of the driveway she though she saw a figure. Motionless, he seemed to be staring back at her. Unnerved by the unknown figure she anxiously collected the mail then hastened her way down the gravel driveway.

With the driveway about three quarters of a mile long, her fast pace, along with the warm day, made for sticky clothes. The worst of them was the woolen skirt. Her legs began to itch, and she needed relief fast. She quickly slipped off her backpack, opened the side pouch, pulled out the key, unlocked the door, and flung it open. Instant coolness washed over her as she entered the utility room. Then without stopping, she threw her backpack on top of the washer machine and rushed towards her bedroom.

Along the way, she whipped off her vest while traveling through the kitchen, unbuttoned her shirt as she crossed the floors of the dining area and family room, and when she entered into her bedroom just her skirt was left. Having shaved some time off it was now time for the itchy garment. She unzipped the skirt and allowed it to drop to the floor. Next, she pulled her shirt off then kicked up her skirt. She caught the skirt in midair and placed it in the same hand along with the other pieces of her uniform. Once together, she threw them towards the closet as she headed for her bed. She promptly plopped down and kicked off the shoes. Relieved to have stripped away her uniform for a week she laid back with her arms stretched out. However, the rest did not last long.

She remembered her plan and shot back up. In an instant, she found herself in front of her dresser. Without wasting time, she opened the upper center drawer. Knowing exactly what she wanted she moved the other tank tops aside until she found camouflaged one. Quickly she pulled it out then slipped it over her head. After forcing her arms through the thick straps, she used one hand to pull it down over her mid-section while the other closed the drawer. Half dressed she leaned over and opened the center bottom drawer. Spotting the matching pair of workout pants on top, she snagged them. She then sat back on the bed, sat down and slipped them on. Now all she needed was the shirt. She popped back up, and after closing the bottom drawer, she opened the one above it. It didn't take long for her to find a kaki colored one and put it on. As she buttoned the shirt, a sense of excitement washed over her. This spy thing was going to be a great way to start her vacation. However, the time on the alarm clock put a damper on her mood. She had less than an hour before she had to be at the shop. Making the most of what time she had she quickly dropped to her knees. She reached under her bed and felt from around until her fingertips touched the rim of her tennis shoes. Quickly she grabbed a hold of them and pulled them towards her. As they slid across the floor, they passed the forgotten forbidden object in the shadows.
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