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Chapter 1: Zach

“Where the hell is it?” the attractive brunette muttered to herself while frantically digging through her purse.

Zach smirked at her for a moment before asking, “What are you looking for?”

She shot him an annoyed glare. “My passport.”

Zach had been admiring her snug denim shorts for the last few minutes and had recognized the familiar rectangular shape in her back pocket. “What’s it worth to ya’?”

Her eyes narrowed at him as her face flushed red. “Are you messin’ with me?”

To avoid completely blowing his chances, he raised his hands along with his eyebrows. “Check your back pocket.” The instant shift in her expression from anger to embarrassment brought back his smirk as he lowered his hands.

“I’m so sorry,” she gasped as she pulled the passport out of her pocket to look at it. “I thought… I mean…”

“Zach Gilbert,” he said as he extended his hand.

“Jillian Cortez.” She shook his hand and gave a nervous chuckle. Zach saw the tension leave her shoulders as she relaxed. “Have you ever been to Eilean D’maichte before?”

“Nope, but a buddy came during their grand opening this summer and wouldn’t shut up about it. What about you?”

“I won this trip on that word puzzle game show.” The line moved forward again, and he watched Jillian kick her bag and step closer to the registration desk. “Hey, have you heard about the curse?”

Zach shook his head as he sat his bag down next to hers.

“Well,” she continued as she turned to face him. “Supposedly a Scottish pirate roamed these waters and kidnapped the daughter of a voodoo priest. The pirate traded her back for a spell that let him and his crew live forever, but the priest tricked him or something. I don’t remember the whole thing, but I heard he haunts this island.”

Zach laughed. “I’ve never heard that, but I wonder if they’ll give us a discount if we run into ghost pirates on Halloween?”

“It’s worth a shot!” Jillian said. He noticed she was giving him a good look-over with a flirty smile. “So, are you here alone?”

“Yeah,” Zach sighed.

He didn’t usually vacation alone, but he had to get out of town. Ever since his fiancée had dumped him and moved out in June, his whole life was off balance. Friends and family all treated him like he was dying, and then danced around mentioning Chloe, which only made it worse.

“What about you?” he followed up, quickly trying to shake the mood that threatened to cast a shadow over his trip.

“I was supposed to come with a friend, but she got sick at the last minute. No refunds or changes allowed, so here I am!” Jillian didn’t seem to notice his shifting mood, so Zach plastered on a grin to keep her interest.

“It must have been cool to win a trip on a game show like that.”

“I’ve always been good with words. I teach high school English. What do you do?”

Zach wished he had a teacher that looked as good as she did. Some might consider Jillian pretty, but Zach decided the brilliant smile that lit up her face pushed her over the line to beautiful.

“I’m in sales for a technology company, but I also teach mixed martial arts at a dojo near my apartment.”

“I knew you worked out,” she complimented as her eyes drifted over his arms and chest visible through his tight t-shirt.

“What about you?” he asked returning her open appreciation with his own. Her gentle curves fit her frame, only hinting toward voluptuous.

“I just go to a Pilates place near my school.”

“Well, it’s working,” he said with a chuckle, making her glance away from his eyes as her cheeks pinked.

They finally reached the front of the line and both ended up at adjacent agents to check in. Zach heard her mention living in Florida, which put her only a few hours away from his home in Atlanta. After getting their room keys, Zach followed her to the elevators.

“What floor?” he asked as they stepped into the lift.

“Eleven.”

“Me, too. What room?” he grinned.

“Eleven-twenty. What about you?”

“Eleven-eighteen. Looks like we’re gonna be neighbors.”

The resort had only been open since March, but the stonework and decor made it look like an old castle fortress that had been built into the side of the cliff rising above the beach. The touches of wrought iron and rough timber beams created the feeling of age, despite featuring modern amenities. The Halloween package Zach had purchased promised a room with a view of the ocean he was eager to see for himself.

“Here we are,” Jillian said as she inserted her cardkey into the modern lock on the rustic wooden door.

Zach did the same at his door and pushed it open. Bright sunlight streamed through the wall of windows opposite him. He was drawn to the view on his balcony as the door automatically closed behind him. The ocean stretched out until it met the curving disc of the horizon. Below him, the beach was accented with bright colored umbrellas between the verdant jungle growth and the azure surf. A concrete wharf extended out into the ocean just north of the hotel. A dredged channel to allow cruise ships to dock was visible as a deeper shade in the blue water next to the wharf.

A knock drew him back into the room and he noticed it was coming from the adjoining door between his room and Jillian’s. He opened the door to find Jillian looking like a kid in a toy store.

“Holy shit! Can you believe the view?” she gasped with her hands clasped under her chin.

“It’s amazing.” Zack glanced over her shoulder and saw a mirror image of his room’s king-sized bed, dresser, and bathroom. Her innocent expression confused him slightly, but he assumed her intentions. “You wanna hang out and see the sights together?”

“I’d love to! Just give me a minute to change.” She went back to open her suitcase on the bed, leaving the door open between their rooms. After grabbing a few items, she dashed into her bathroom with a wave.

He shrugged and did the same with his suitcase, picking out some board shorts, sandals, and a t-shirt before heading to his bathroom. When he came back out with a towel over his shoulders, Jillian was standing at his window looking out at the scene below. A turquoise one-piece swimsuit hugged her curves while a colorful wraparound skirt covered her hips and legs. The sunlight revealed her shapely thighs through the thin fabric, giving Zach a secret thrill.

“Ready?” he asked.

She turned with a wide smile. “Let’s go!”




Chapter 2: Jillian

Jillian stepped into the scorching sand and was grateful for the protection of her sandals. The trail from the hotel to the beach led through a dimly lit jungle alive with the sounds of birds. Now that they had reached the beach, the bright sunlight had her pulling her dark glasses down over her eyes.

“Wanna swim or just hang out at the bar?” Zach asked, nodding to the bamboo hut where people were sipping icy drinks under the shaded canopy.

“Swim,” Jillian said, maybe a little too quickly. She noticed his eyebrows rise and then he shrugged. She could drink anywhere and was dying to see Zach with his shirt off.

He was clearly cut like a bodybuilder and she didn’t come all the way to Eilean D’maichte to just read about sex like she did at home. She wanted to enjoy it again, and Zach had the look of someone who’d be fun to play with.

Her job as a teacher made her cautious when she dated. With the prevalence of social media and all her students having cell phone cameras, all it took was one out-of-context picture to ruin her career. This was her chance to let her hair down and be as impulsive as she’d always secretly wanted to be, and fate had placed Zach right in her path.

They found an empty beach umbrella near the water to spread their towels. Kicking off her sandals and whipping off her wrap, Jillian ran for the water with a laugh.

“Catch me if you can!” she called over her shoulder to watch him.

Zach grinned as he pulled his shirt over his head. Even his muscles had muscles. The warmth she felt in her stomach had nothing to do with the sun. She decided she didn’t want to play easy, so she dove into a breaking wave and swam away from the shore.

The shock of seeing the gorgeous view from her hotel window made her want to share it with someone. On impulse, she had knocked on the adjoining door to Zach’s room before thinking how he might view her intrusion. She didn’t want him to think she was throwing herself at him, but the truth was she had already made up her mind. Slut, she chided herself with a mental laugh. No one back home would believe that quiet Ms. Cortez wanted a sexy vacation fling.

The sounds of the surf made it hard to hear if Zach was catching up or not, but she looked over her shoulder whenever she topped another wave. She could tell by the breakers she was approaching a sand bar, so she reached down with her toes to feel for the sandy bottom so she could surprise him.

Zach was so intent on swimming he missed her until she reached out and tickled her fingertips along his ribs. He stopped and jerked away from her hands before he realized she was bouncing neck deep in the surf. His hands found hers underwater and pulled her closer to him.

“Oh, hi,” she said with a mischievous grin.

“Hi yourself.” Zach held her up since he was taller and the water only came to his shoulders.

“You caught me.” Jillian slipped her arms around his neck.

“You let me,” he whispered, raising an eyebrow as he studied her face.

“I might let you do something else, too.” She felt bold and brave as she hooked her foot around his knee to bring their bodies together. His shaft was already growing firm against her stomach, despite the exercise in the cool water.

Zach kept glancing at her lips, moving closer slowly as if verifying she was really going to let him kiss her. They came together tenderly with a salty tang amid the waves, then she shut her eyes and gave him the best kiss she could muster.

Her fingers went into his wet hair as her mouth opened to his tongue. He kept them both above the water while she sucked him gently into her mouth. When she let his tongue go to press her forehead against his, he hummed deep in his throat and squeezed her tighter. She wrapped her legs around his waist to rub against him, her body responding to his arousal and demanding more as the kiss heated up again. The firm shaft she’d felt before was now an iron rod rubbing against the gusset of her swimsuit.

“Damn,” he whispered as the kiss broke at last. His eyes had an unfocused look of pleasure as he searched her face. “Am I dreaming?”

“No, but you’re gonna have to catch me again if you want more.” She wiggled out of his grasp and swam hard towards shore. He laughed as he tried to catch her feet before she got away. She knew he would catch her eventually, but the thrill of being pursued kept her trying.

She squealed each time she felt his hands grabbing for her feet. His sputtering laugh as he caught up made her heart race, his hands moving up her legs to tickle her instead of grabbing and holding her. That inspired her to swim faster, changing directions abruptly to stay ahead of him.

Their race took them up the coast, away from the hotel beach. When they finally staggered on shore together, they were alone on the pristine sands. Still chuckling as they bumped into each other, Zach took her hand to pull her into the shade under a palm tree.

“You’re in great shape,” he panted as he drew her down to lean with him against the trunk.

She couldn’t stop giggling until she collapsed next to him. “Oh, it’s been a long time since I had a workout that good.”

He put an arm around her, guiding her to lay her head in his lap. She looked up at his smile. “Tell me everything. I want to know all about you.”

Zach chuckled and thought for a minute before announcing facts about himself in bursts. “I’m single. I work too much. I prefer beer to wine. Love seafood and steaks more than chicken or pork. Have a dog named Rufus.”

“Why Rufus?”

“He’s a lab mix. Just looks like a Rufus to me. What about you?”

“I love teaching and working with kids. Have a cat named Jasper. Can’t have much of a social life because the school administration monitors social media. Never married, but came close once after college.” She could tell she struck a nerve suddenly when Zach’s expression changed, the curve of his lips sagging into a frown. “What?”

“I was engaged recently. Didn’t work out.”

Jillian ran her fingers along his jaw to his lips. “I’m sorry, but is it okay if I gloat? She was clearly an idiot.”

That made him smile again. “It’s hard to believe nobody snatched you up yet.”

“Well?” she asked with raised eyebrows.

“What?”

“I’m right here. Start snatching!”

He bent to kiss her while Jillian pulled up to meet him. He held her up easily as they kissed and teased. Thanks to the warm sun, it didn’t take long for their hair and suits to dry, except the teasing kept Jillian wet in just one place. When Zach’s hand moved to finally cup her breast she felt her stomach tighten in the most wonderful way.

“Yes,” she begged.

His strong fingers found her nipple through the thin fabric and teased it to a point, first one, then her other. The kisses grew wetter and deeper before Zach pulled back, gasping for breath with a clear look of desire.

Moving away so she could sit up, Jillian returned to straddle his lap on her knees. She was taller than him this way and kissed him back the way he’d been kissing her. Her hands drifted through his damp hair and down his shoulders, pulling his face up with gentle caresses while his hands moved over her back and ass.

“It’s been a long time for me,” she confessed. “I’m not sure I remember how it works.”

“Then let me help.”

While they kissed, his fingers teased along the gusset of her suit from behind. She pushed back into his hands and whimpered in his mouth. There was a jittery sense of pleasure boiling in her stomach at finally being touched again.

“Yes,” she murmured.

She got lost for a moment, kissing his lips while rocking against his fingers. He didn’t try to move the suit out of the way, he just rubbed circles where she needed it most, right through the fabric. He squeezed her swollen flesh like a masseur, making her whimper into his mouth at the pleasure. The sensation built until she nearly pulled out his hair, then her heat broke through and forced his name from her lips.

“Oh, God! Oh, Zach!”

He continued to rub through her release, then slowed as she collapsed against his chest. His fingers traced up along her back, easing her down as she snuggled in his lap. “Remember how things work now?” he whispered, his rock hard erection resting against her cleft.

“Oh, baby, what I’m gonna do to you…” Then she sucked the salty skin where his neck and shoulder met.




Chapter 3: Zach

Zach had only been on the island for two hours and had damn near fallen in love. Jillian was a wonder as she relaxed against him and kissed his neck, sending goosebumps up and down his arms. He wanted to peel that suit off her and taste every inch of her skin before filling her up and finding his own release in her depths, but he saw other people in the distance making their way up the beach from the hotel.

“We’re gonna put on a show for those people if we don’t stop soon.”

“Hmm?” she murmured and leaned back to gaze at him with a sated grin. He nodded towards the approaching guests. She looked over her shoulder, then gave him a pout. “Sorry,” she said as she pressed into his erection through his shorts.

“Don’t worry about it,” he said and kissed her quickly once more. And it really was fine with him. Giving her an orgasm didn’t feel like a favor that needed payback. He had enjoyed her pleasure almost as much as she obviously had. “Wanna go back to our umbrella?”

She pushed up off his lap and offered her hand to pull him up. He took her hand and found himself walking back up the beach, hand-in-hand, like it was something they did everyday. Jillian grinned at him and swung their hands like school kids.

“I bet your students love you,” Zach said over the warm hiss of the waves on the sand.

“I was the runner-up Teacher of the Year last year.” The admission brought a deeper flush to her cheeks.

“Really? That’s awesome!”

“I’ve been lucky. It’s a good school and the kids actually want to be there.”

“If you were my teacher, I’d want to be there, too,” he said with a lecherous grin.

She smiled and pulled him along a little faster. “Tell me more about your job?”

“Not much to tell. I work with our sales engineers to design solutions for customers, then I work with the customers to integrate everything. It’s not what I imagined doing when I was a kid, but it beats digging ditches.”

“But you also teach martial arts, right?”

“Yeah,” he grinned. “I work with kids more than adults, so I guess we have that in common. I wish I could do it full time.”

“Why don’t you?”

“You’re a teacher,” he grinned. “You already know the answer.”

“Yeah, I’ll never get rich, but I’ll never hate my job either.”

She gazed out at the ocean and gave Zach a view of her profile. She had a strong jaw and a little button nose. Her innocent appearance contrasted with the enthusiastic orgasm she’d had a few minutes ago. He couldn’t wait to feel it again, but from inside of her. He had to keep her talking or he thought he might toss her over his shoulder and run back to the room.

“Family?” he prompted.

“Parents are retired in Boca.” She looked back at him before turning her attention to the sand in front of them. “I have a little brother who may end up a professional student at UCF if he doesn’t finish his dissertation soon. Of course, that would mean he’d have to find someone willing to hire a guy with a doctorate in the History of Colonialism. Personally, I think he’s gonna end up teaching scuba diving in Key West, since that’s where he spends most of his free time. What about you?”

“Parents divorced years ago and each remarried. Then they divorced again before moving into a beach house together in South Carolina. They swear they hate each other, but neither one ever moves out. My older brother died serving in Iraq, so it’s just me at the holidays.”

“I’m sorry,” she said with a sympathetic frown. “Did you serve, too?”

“Yeah,” he said. “But I ended up doing computer stuff on base. Joel was out there more than me.”

When they reached the umbrella, Jillian collapsed on her towel while Zach lowered himself next to her a little slower. A dark skinned hotel employee dressed in blinding white shorts and hotel logo shirt approached them.

“Good afternoon! Would you care for a beverage or snack?” he asked, his English lightly accented with a Jamaican patois.

“What do you recommend?” Jillian asked.

“Many guests enjoy our piña coladas and the banana chips with a spicy cilantro salsa.” He had a small tablet with a pen poised over the screen.

Zach passed up his room cardkey from where he sat and said, “Sounds great to me.”

“You don’t need to get it,” Jillian said as she dug for her own key.

“You can get the next round.” Zach returned his cardkey to his pocket and sealed the velcro closed again. The waiter stepped away to get their order.

“Shit.” Jillian was still searching for her cardkey. “You didn’t see where I put my cardkey, did you?”

When Zach lifted her discarded wrap skirt, the cardkey fell on her towel. “That’s two-for-two.”

“I’m usually never this much of a spaz,” she said as she tucked the cardkey away.

“You’re not a spaz,” Zach said as he rolled over next to her. “You’re just on vacation.”

She relaxed into his side and studied him for a moment. “I don’t usually move this fast.”

“It’s not just you. I feel it, too. Whatever it is.”

Her lips twitched into a smile. “Where do you live?”

“Atlanta. How about you?” He asked even though he’d overheard her at the registration desk.

“Orlando.” Her eyes widened with pleasure, but then she closed her eyes and shook her head before mumbling, “Sorry, too soon. Ignore me, I’m just being silly.”

“Don’t worry. We can relax, have a little fun, and see where things go,” Zach whispered as he leaned closer.

“Good idea.” Jillian closed her eyes as their lips touched.

She tasted of salt and sun, heat and sand. It was easy to get lost in the sensations. Zach couldn’t remember feeling this strongly about anyone so quickly before, but their chemistry was undeniable. Her intuition for moments to press deeper into the kiss or playfully nip at his lips matched his perfectly. The heat built until he had to pull away to adjust his erection.

“Really good idea,” Jillian said with her eyes still closed and wet lips open. “Wow.”

“Excuse me,” the waiter whispered from just outside the umbrella. “Your order?”

“Yeah, sorry about that,” Zach chuckled as he sat up, adjusting his shorts to avoid a painful pinch. He took the tray with their drinks and food from the waiter and sat it down between them on their towels. “So, what’s this I hear about a curse?” he asked the waiter with a smirk as he noted the tip and signed his name on the tablet.

The waiter grinned back. “Silly superstition, is all. The locals didn’t want to work here this weekend, so the management fired them all and brought a bunch of us over from Jamaica to replace them. Idiots! Ghost pirates ain’t gonna stop me feeding my family, mon.”

“Ghost pirates?” Jillian prompted.

“Never make a deal with a voodoo priest,” the waiter laughed. “Some old pirates wanted to live forever, so they stole a voodoo priest’s daughter to make him do it. Legend say they gonna live forever, but only one day a year and only around this island. No gift without a price, eh mon?”

“So, what, these guys just appear at midnight or something?” Zach asked with his eyebrows drawn together.

“Ain’t nobody gonna show up tonight but the actors this place hired for the party!” The waiter said as he walked away. “I’ll come check on you in a bit.”




Chapter 4: Jillian

The first sip of piña colada was cold and refreshing, flooding her mouth with the flavors of coconuts and pineapple. It couldn’t overpower the taste of Zach’s mouth that lingered on her lips though. She wanted to feast on him. His salty neck had been a delicious appetizer, but she wanted to indulge herself with his lightly haired nipples, down his muscled stomach to that mammoth lump tenting his board shorts.

He’d given her an orgasm within hours of meeting her and they hadn’t even been naked yet. Both of them wanted more, but, in a perverse way, holding back had ramped up her desire even higher. She wanted to know him, body and soul. He whet her appetite for both sex and the sparking connection she felt growing between them.

He’d dug into the banana chips and salsa while she studied him. When he noticed, he scooped a dollop of salsa on a chip and leaned over to place it in her mouth.

“Good, huh?” he asked.

She nodded as the flavor of cilantro, garlic, tomatoes, and peppers exploded across her tongue. “Hot,” she whispered and pulled a long sip up the straw of her drink. “But the balance of heat and flavor is perfect.”

“Exactly,” he said and offered her another bite.

Eating from his hand nearly had her panting from desire. As she took the bite into her mouth, she sucked his pointer finger between her lips briefly, swirling her tongue over his fingertip. She watched his eyes widen as she smirked and let go to finish eating her snack.

“Some salsa dripped on your finger. Didn’t want to waste it.” She shrugged as if what she had done was no big deal.

“W-well, of course, yeah,” Zach stuttered out with a mesmerized gaze focused on her mouth.

Jillian had to stop thinking about sex or she would drag him back to his room. “So, I assume you’re a black belt if you teach at your dojo, right?”

It took him a moment to respond as he shook his head and refocused his attention. “Yeah.”, he said, then sipped his own frozen drink. “Some people make a big deal about achieving a black belt, but really that’s just the beginning. The earlier belts mark that you’ve learned certain basics. The black belt just means you’ve learned all the basics and from that point on it’s about growing in mastery, style, and skill. There are regional competitions and national rankings and stuff for people who care about proving themselves, but I just do it for me.”

“That’s really interesting. I guess I didn’t understand it either. So you don’t ever compete?”

“Don’t get me wrong! I love sparring with the other guys in my dojo, but I’m just as happy when a really skilled fighter takes me down so I can learn something new. It’s one thing Chloe never got about me. I don’t need to win to be happy.”

His face had hardened when he mentioned Chloe and Jillian thought she knew why. “She was your fiancée?”

He let out a long breath. “Yeah.”

“Do you mind if I ask…” Jillian was still trying to think of a polite way to phrase the question when Zach gave her a crooked smile.

“We were together for three years and lived together the last one. She was an attorney and liked her life on a tight schedule with everything in neat little boxes. I only work so I can do other things. Like martial arts. Or trips like this.” He shrugged. “I could usually deal with her hang-ups, but she decided she couldn’t live with mine about three months ago.”

His words made Jillian frown. Her life was structured by her vocation, the shelves of books ordered alphabetically. Was she too uptight for someone like him? “Thanks for sharing that with me. I know that probably wasn’t easy.”

He studied her for a moment with a frown, making her pulse race. “Don’t worry, you’re nothing like her.”

“But I’m on vacation now,” Jillian whispered, avoiding his eyes.

“Do you have a fixed agenda of activities for today?”

“No.”

“Do you know where you’re going to eat dinner tonight?”

“No.”

“Did you pack a specific sequence of outfits you intend to wear? Will you get upset at me if my clothes don’t match yours?”

She chuckled at him now, his smile pulling hers out of hiding. “No and no!”

“See? Nothing like her at all.” He finished his drink and fed her the last chip. “And you know my favorite part about you?”

She shook her head as she chewed, her eyes never leaving his. God, you are so gorgeous.

“You seem to want to be with me just as bad as I want to be with you. I feel like I already know you, like I know how to touch you without even thinking about it.”

Jillian covered her laugh with her hands. “Oh, you know how to touch me all right. It’s never happened like that before.”

“Then you know how it feels for me,” Zach said and leaned back on the towel.

She scooted closer to him and he moved his arm to offer her a place on his shoulder. The shade and the ocean breeze made it comfortable to be so close. She nestled up against him and placed her hand on his chest. He was warm and smooth and deliciously muscled.

“Are you scared?” she whispered, her own fear betraying her. “Of this?”

“I’m only scared I’ll wake up back home. Anything else I can deal with.” She felt his voice rumbling through his chest, making her skin prickle in the breeze.

“You must all leave!” The shout came from nearby, but when Jillian lifted her head she couldn’t see who said it. “You’re in terrible danger!”

From outside their umbrella she heard their waiter mutter, “Not this shit again.”

Jillian and Zach stood and walked into the sunlight, shielding their eyes with their hands. She saw a ragged looking man with dreadlocks and a beard being held by men wearing white shorts and hotel shirts.

“They cannot die! You must go or hide!” White showed around the man’s eyes, his dark skin providing contrast that showed his panic clearly. “Do not be deceived!”

The hotel staff dragged him away with his bare feet leaving dual trails in the sand. His brown pants were ragged and dirty. The gray sports t-shirt he wore was too faded to identify the team logo anymore.

“Ignore that fool,” their waiter said when he noticed them standing outside their umbrella. “I will bring you another round on the house for the disturbance. Please, relax and enjoy the day.”

Jillian returned to her towel while Zach put their empty glasses and plates back on the tray and moved it to the edge of the shade. When he returned to his towel next to Jillian, he had a smirk on his face.

“That was weird,” Jillian muttered.

“Don’t let it get to you. In Atlanta, I see crazy people on every street corner. Why should an island in the Caribbean be any different?”

“I’m not worried about it. I just can’t imagine how someone can believe that kind of thing and live in a world with cell phones and the Internet. I guess that’s why horror movies hold no appeal to me.”

“I hear ya. I’m more of an action movie kind of guy myself.”

“Yup, those and good thrillers are my weakness.”

Jillian’s thoughts wandered to the idea of a relationship with Zach, spending evenings with him watching new movies together. She realized this was probably silly, they were just on vacation after all, so she crawled over to kiss him again. He rolled to meet her lips, rumbling a satisfied hum that she could feel when she touched his chest.

“I could get used to this,” he said before catching her bottom lips in his teeth for a nip.

“My goosebumps have goosebumps,” she murmured.

“Don’t let me interrupt,” their waiter whispered as he sat their fresh drinks near them and stepped away again.

Jillian kissed him once more, a soul-deep kiss that forced him over on his back. She followed his lips, half covering his chest with her body.

“I have a craving,” she whispered against his lips.

“Anything. I’ll give you anything.”

“Let’s take the drinks back to the room and I’ll tell you all about it.”




Chapter 5: Zach

“I’ve gotta stop by the hotel gift shop,” Zach said as the air conditioning chilled his too warm body. He hadn’t brought condoms on the trip because he never really expected to score with anyone.

Standing in the hallway, Jillian gave him an appraising squint and hummed to herself. “Make sure you get enough.”

Zach coughed out a laugh at her insight and covered his face with his palm. “And how many is that exactly?”

She counted on her fingers while staring up and mumbling, “The easy one, the one right after, the one after a nap, the one in the shower, at least three for overnight, and then again for tomorrow…” She looked at him seriously, but he could tell she was suppressing a smile. “Say an even dozen just to be safe.”

“You may have over-estimated my abilities,” he chuckled as he backed away to go to the shop.

“You may have under-estimated my enthusiasm,” she called after him before turning to bounce towards the elevators. “I’ll be waiting!’

“Jeez, I hope they have some vitamin E,” he mumbled to himself with a shake of his head.

Jillian had turned him inside-out in one afternoon. She was funny, beautiful, easy going; everything he wanted in a woman. Now he just needed to not screw up the sex, but anxiety was eating him up. It wasn’t going to be easy after Chloe. She had been as demanding in bed as she had been in life, hypercritical of everything he did.

According to Chloe, she’d always had a hard time reaching orgasm, but Zach secretly thought it was more of a mental hangup about letting herself go than a physical problem. She insisted they use this electric massager, so only one position worked; A pile of pillows, the massager underneath her and him going in from behind to press her onto its vibrating knob. It made him feel like a fuck robot.

Chloe might occasionally allow him a little spontaneity, but not often enough. Blow jobs were even rarer than other positions, and she had only allowed him to give her oral once before she declared that she didn’t like the way he did it. His suggestions about having adventurous sex in a car or outdoors was dismissed with a snort and laugh.

Zach hoped that if Jillian could orgasm from him rubbing circles through her bathing suit, then maybe he might really need a dozen condoms. The sales woman behind the counter greeted him with an iridescent smile beaming from her dark face.

“How may I help you?” she sang in her beautiful accented-English.

Zach looked behind her at the medicines on the shelves. He spotted a bottle of vitamin E and an array of different condoms. Most were in packs of three, but he saw a larger box of the brand he was familiar with on the bottom shelf.

“Uh,” he started, unable to shake the embarrassment he felt. “Vitamin E and that box of condoms.” He pointed to the box, her barely suppressed smile making his face heat.

“Yes, sir.” Looking behind him and around the shop, she leaned closer. “If you like, we have some prescription medicinal aids available below the counter.”

Zach shook his head, avoiding her eyes when he passed her his cardkey. “I’ll keep that in mind if it comes up… or doesn’t.”

She chuckled and rang up his purchases. “You have a lovely afternoon.”

“That’s the plan,” Zach said, snatching the bag from the counter with a grin and meeting her eyes at last.

By the time he got into his room, his stomach was in knots. The door between their rooms was still open and he saw Jillian in her bed with the sheet pulled up to her chin. Her nipples were poking through the sheet while she gave him a hungry look.

“I took a quick shower,” she said with a raised eyebrow. “Somehow I ended up with sand in my swimsuit.”

“I’ll be right back,” Zach said before dashing into his own shower. He scrubbed himself quickly, debating with himself about rubbing out his easy one. It probably would send the wrong message if he didn’t arrive ready, so he rinsed and dried off. He opened the vitamin bottle to take one pill before leaving the bathroom. With the box of condoms in his hand, he went through the adjoining door to join Jillian, wearing nothing but a towel.

She laughed when she saw him, a wonderful, cheerful sound. “You really got the big box!”

Zach shrugged and tried to play it off with an embarrassed grin. “It’s your fault. You told me to get a dozen.”

“Take off that towel and come here.” Her voice was a low purr, but her cheeks were bright pink.

“Flip back that sheet and I will,” he said as he reached for the towel.

“On three?” she asked, clearly as nervous as he felt.

“One,” he said, watching her closely as she mouthed the word with him. “Two.” She was nearly panting under the sheet. “Three!” He dropped the towel, positioning the box of condoms to obscure her view of his cock.

“No fair,” she shrieked as she covered her bare breasts with one arm and her cleft with her other hand.

It was too late, he’d already seen her. She had light brown areolas the size of quarters with protruding nipples that were already begging for his attention. Her labia was smooth, with protruding brown lips that glistened with her arousal.

“Fine,” he sighed and tossed her the box. After she caught it, her eyes zeroed in on his swaying shaft. He was already half-erect and about half of his full size. Climbing in her bed to sit next to her, he leaned over and kissed the smile on her lips. “Now what did you say about a craving?”

She flipped the box of condoms over her shoulder and pulled him down to her pillows, kissing him the entire way. She sat up after he was fully reclined and put a finger on her bottom lip. “May I… play?” she asked with a coquettish lilt in her tone.

“I’m all yours,” he said, running his hand down her back to cup her curvy ass.

She kissed him again, kneeling over his body and running her hands all over his chest. Her long hair tickled his cheeks and forehead. The sensation forced his eyes closed as he tensed under her touch.

“Then relax,” she whispered against his lips. “I want us both to enjoy this.”

She bent again, but instead of his lips she moved down to lick a lazy circle around a nipple. Her hair was long enough to pool and tickle his chest at the same time. He shuddered and hissed through his teeth when her breath hit his wet skin.

“I promise I’m not usually like this. You’ve done something to me.” Continuing to trail her tongue downward, his shaft strained up to meet her just below his navel. Her breath on his head made him whimper.

“Oh, fuck, Jilli…”

“Shhh,” she whispered as she lifted his shaft with her fingertips. “You’re so beautiful.”

When she kissed the tip of his cock, his eyes flew open to watch. She flipped her hair to one side, giving him a sideways glance before extending her pink tongue to flicker around the sensitive spot where the head met the shaft. He couldn’t look away when she took him in fully, mouth open wide so he only felt her soft lips and hot tongue. When her eyes closed, the expression on her face made it look like she was tasting her favorite dessert.

She let him slip back out with a wet pop. “You make me want to do so many things.”

Taking more of him inside her mouth she enveloped him again, then tugged with her hand to move the skin along his shaft as she withdrew.

“I want you to do things to me, too,” she said as she continued to stroke him slowly.

“W-what?”

“I want to taste you. I want you to taste me.” She shivered saying the words and then pleaded, “And then I want you to take me. Rough. Hold me down. Make me cum.”

“Oh fuck…” For the first time he felt a little scared of her. He had been with girls who liked it rough before, but none were innocent-looking school teachers. His mental image of her was cracking, but he loved the contrast it created in his mind. She continued speaking before he could say a word.

“Then I want you to kiss me and tell me what it felt like to claim me.”

No more words, he begged silently. He glanced at his cock in her hands, then back to her face pleading silently. She cracked a half-smile, then took his now dripping head back into her mouth.

He had to close his eyes. The intense pleasure she gave him was driving him towards a release he’d been dying for all day. Knowing she wanted it was almost as good as what she was doing with her mouth. He kept reminding himself of that, bringing himself to the edge he never been allowed to cross with Chloe.

“I’m coming,” he warned in a low growl in case she changed her mind.

She pressed her lips down one last time and hummed like she was impatient for him. That completely threw him over the edge, as his hands gripped the sheets near his hips. The first shuddering blast opened his mouth to groan out loud. Each time he pulsed again, he whimpered and thrashed against the bed, but she refused to let him escape her warm prison.

“Too much,” he begged and she finally relented the suction, but didn’t release him. He could feel her swallowing, but she kept him warm, surrounded by her lips and cheeks and tongue.

He reached over to run his fingers through her hair, letting his hands show her how much he’d loved it so his mouth wouldn’t betray him by saying it out loud. He knew it was just the endorphins, but he wanted to pull her up and say the words anyway. It was a damning truth: In one afternoon, she’d loved him deeper than Chloe had in three years.

When she finally released him, he pulled her up closer. His arms surrounded her as their lips came together. Ignoring his own flavor, he focused on hers, trying to transmit everything he was feeling through that kiss.




Chapter 6: Jillian

I did it! In her excitement, she wanted to dance around the bed. No matter how often she’d tried, she had never been able to coax a lover into finishing in her mouth. Sometimes she had to stop because it took too long and her jaw ached. Other times they pushed too hard and made her gag uncomfortably. Once a guy had been too freakishly big to fit in her mouth without her teeth scraping and the sex that followed had hurt so bad she’d had to break up with him over it.

Zach was perfect. He was just the right size and so wonderfully eager. Her own excitement had her dripping when he came. So far he had treated her like she was the best lover in the world, which made her want to be the best for him. Even his seed hadn’t been awful tasting. And the kiss he gave afterwards was curling her toes.

“My turn,” he murmured as he pushed her to roll over on her back.

She allowed him to do whatever he wanted. Apparently that involved him massaging her breasts while he sucked her nipples hard enough to ache. She hissed and held his head in place, making it clear she liked his attention. He relaxed, half on top of her, and continued to play and tease until she moaned.

“Absolutely perfect,” he whispered against her wet skin. “I can’t decide which one is my favorite.”

So he spent time on each breast, left, then right. Each time his warm mouth enclosed her nipple or kissed along the edges of her swells, she writhed under his attention. Each lick, each kiss drove her further away from her thoughts until she was a wet bundle of need. Her cries became whimpers, begging him for more, but he only moved his knee between her leg to push against her heat.

She rubbed against him until he pulled back with a sigh. “I just can’t decide. I suppose I’ll have to love them both.”

The words rocked through her core, making her back arch to drive her wet cleft against his leg. He loves, her thoughts circled, unfinished and incomplete. He loves…

His attention moved down to her flat stomach. She was proud of that bare slit of navel and worked hard to keep her waist trim. When his tongue dipped into it, she couldn’t stop her stomach from pulling away. Holding her still, he forced his tongue inside to taste her there, tickling her into a gasping laughter.

“I love your laugh, too,” he whispered before moving down between her thighs.

She could feel his hands pushing her knees up and away, his warm breath touching her where she needed to feel his mouth. Instead he kissed her right thigh, up high, near her need. It was a wet, sucking kiss. Noisy. She convulsed and reached for his hair, fulling intending to force his lips closer. He pulled away at the last second with a laugh and kissed her hands, sucking her right index finger into his mouth.

“Has this finger been inside you?” he asked when he released it with a lick.

“Yes!”

“Show me,” he commanded.

She eagerly obeyed, slipping it through her slit to tease her swollen clit, then pushed it further into her aching center. “There! Kiss me there!”

“Soon,” he whispered, but she didn’t believe him. He was driving her insane and she loved it.

Opening herself to him with both hands, she showed just how wet she was for him. She looked down to see his reaction and saw his hunger, like a starving man looking at rare steak. Keeping his eyes on her cleft, he rained kisses all over her thighs, always inching closer. Her need crested and she raised her hips to bring herself closer to his lips.

“Don’t cum until I say,” he warned.

“I’m so close,” she begged. “Please!”

“Not until I say.” Then he lowered his face to kiss her wet folds for the first time.

Lightning and thunder, earthquakes and lava, she boiled at the touch of his tongue but bit her lip to hold back her climax. He pushed her thighs up to open her more and she finally couldn’t resist gripping his hair to keep him there. Wet noises, groans of pleasure, she pushed away her ending until she held still and quivered against his mouth.

“I can’t,” she muttered, the rising wave carrying her higher than she’d ever been before.

“Cum for me!” His growled command sent shocks through her body. Toes dug into the mattress as she lifted her hips. Her fingers gripped his damp hair. Time stood still as she cried out, then she uttered fast broken sobs as he consumed her, his hands slipping under her thighs to hold on as she bucked against his face.

“Oh, God! Oh, God!” She chanted as he kept her on the crest, holding her there until her muscles ached and her body pulsed. One final moment of straining hard lifted her head off the bed before she collapsed in a wet heap, her knees splayed out to the sides. “Oh, Zach,” she whispered as she released her hold on his hair to run her fingertips up to cup her breasts.

Zach crawled up between her thighs, dropping light kisses along the way until he reached her lips. She could taste herself on his lips and feel her slickness on his chin as he nuzzled her. Wrapping her arms around him, she sighed in her post-orgasmic bliss.

“You know what’s next?” he murmured against her cheek.

“I hope so,” she whispered back.

She could feel him hard again against her thigh and wished for a moment that they could dispense with condoms. She craved being full of his seed, even knowing what it might mean. But that was far too risky, even for her wild vacation mode. She reached for the box on the edge of the bed. With both of them tearing the box open, the band of wrapped condoms fell on her stomach in seconds.

Chuckling, Zach picked them up and tore one off the end. “Ready?”

“Please, yes!” She touched her breasts, running her hands down her stomach, watching him sit back on his heels to roll the sheath down his shaft.

In a rapid move, Zach grabbed her wrists and slammed her arms into the pillows above her head. She gasped, taken surprise by his rough expression. “I”m gonna fuck you," he growled. “Say you’re mine.”

“I’m yours,” she whispered as chills broke over her skin.

He was kneeling between her thighs when he lowered himself, supporting his weight on her wrists. The pressure didn’t hurt, but her helplessness ramped up her pleasure. He was going to fuck her now. Nothing she could do would stop him, even if she wanted to. The pressure of his shaft pushing against her slit brought up a shuddering moan.

“Maybe I’ll only use the tip for a while,” he threatened.

“No!” Pushing herself down, she tried to capture him, to force him in deeper.

He angled his hips to slide his shaft up between her slit rather than penetrating her. Feeling his hard shaft on her already sensitive nub opened her mouth in a silent scream. He backed down and adjusted his hips to tease his head at her opening. “Beg.”

“Please!” The words were out ahead of any thoughts. The naked need she felt should have embarrassed her, but instead she gave up all pretense of play. She needed him. “I’ll do anything! Just fuck me.”

He slipped his tip in for a moment while he watched her face, then pulled it back out. The feeling of sudden emptiness made her moan, tears leaking down the side of her face. “What if I don’t?” he whispered.

“Please! I need you inside me.” Her words shook as her body vibrated beneath him.

He watched her closely as he sank himself deep inside, crushing her with his full weight. The sensation of being filled was enough to make her close her eyes and hiss. He never released her hands, but she found she could reach his chin with her lips and teeth. Tasting herself there, she licked and kissed his face clean while he ground himself against her.

“God, you’re so hot inside,” he murmured as he began to move his hips in a circular motion, keeping himself fully embedded as he ground against her mons. “Oh, Jilli!”

She wanted to scratch down his back with her nails or grip his hips to make him move faster, but his hands kept hers trapped above her head. Licks turned to nips, then finally she couldn’t take the frustration anymore and bit down on the skin of his shoulder. He hissed, either pleasure or pain, but Jillian was lost to the moment as she spurred him on.

“Fuck!” His motions became more frantic, the pace increased as he pushed himself into her over and over. She opened her knees wider, accepting the punishment he inflicted with a muffled groan. Her need for breath forced her to release his shoulder and arch her back against his assault.

They both panted now, working together in a race to the finish. She felt herself reaching the edge and tried to wait for him to join her, but he forced her to a screaming, pulsing end. Her body rocked as he forced his mouth down on hers. Kissing her with a whine deep in his throat, he went over the edge after her. Straining together for a moment, they collapsed in a wet heap, his hands releasing her wrists at last.

She immediately wrapped her arms around his chest to hold him in place. He still filled her, his weight pushed her into the bed, her feet curled around his legs to hold him. It was like nothing she’d ever felt before. In a crazy moment, she wanted to keep pulling him tighter until he slipped through her skin to make the two of them into one.




Chapter 7: Zach

Jillian held him tight, but he had no desire to move anyway. His pulse pounded alone in his ears, but their rapid breaths flowed together, in when she breathed out, out when she breathed in. She didn’t stir under him, only held him and breathed.

The experience of being with her had changed everything. His wounded pride was healed somehow. The stone heart he’d carried in his chest since Chloe had left was beating again. They had taken and given from each other until the moment when all was still and complete.

“Do you believe in love at first sight?” Jillian whispered against his cheek at last.

He considered her question for a moment, but not because it scared him. He considered how he felt towards her, trying to ignore the influence of pheromones and endorphins. He’d never met anyone who had blown through his life and cleared out the cobwebs like she did. He had never considered it possible to feel this connected to someone he’d known less than one day. He finally answered her question, “I never did before. Claiming you was more intense than I expected it to be.”

She chuckled. “For me, too.”

“I’m not sure who claimed who.” His head was still spinning at the sudden fantasy of them getting together back home, of continuing to see her back in his real life. It was foolish, but he wanted to see how it might work.

“Does it matter? I’m yours, at least for this weekend.” She kissed his neck before relaxing her grip on him.

Released at last, Zach withdrew from her body and disposed of the condom in the trash next to the bed. Then he rolled back to stare at her face. She was flushed pink, but her eyes were clear and bright. He touched her cheek, tracing her jaw until he reached her chin. She dipped her head down to kiss his finger, giving him a smile that warmed him through.

“So are we gonna skip the Halloween Ball downstairs?” he asked with an amused smirk. “I’m supposed to be a pirate.”

“And pass up the chance to see you dressed in black leather pants?” she chuckled in return. “Never!”

“Which costume did they give you?”

“I’m a duchess, according to the email I got before I left. I think it’s because I won that game show. I gave them my measurements and my favorite color, green, but I’ve not looked in the closet to see what the costume looks like yet.”

Both of them glanced at her closet door. “Oh, I’ve gotta see it,” Zach chuckled, then hopped out of bed to open it.

Zach pulled the dress out by the hanger and noticed it was a deep emerald green. The shoulders and sleeves were blousy lace. The top looked fitted, but it flared at the hips into a wide skirt. The dress was covered in green sequins, pearls, and lace. Behind it in the closet was a white, poofy looking thing he thought might go under the dress.

“Oh my god, it comes with a petticoat?” Jillian jumped out of bed and opened the other closet door, then bent to pick up the matching satin shoes with a squeal.

“I’ve got to see you in this,” he whispered as he held the dress up to her. It fit her coloring perfectly.

“I’m sorry I can’t do a grand reveal for you, but I’m going to need help with all these little buttons.” She took the dress from him and turned to look in the full length mirror on the inside of the closet door. “Oh, it’s gorgeous!”

“I’m gonna be the envy of every pirate at the ball,” Zach laughed. “But first things first, I need to shower.”

“Want me to come in and scrub your back?” Jillian hung the dress back up. Imagining her naked body in the shower made his tired dick twitch.

“You can scrub anything you want.”

Jillian pulled another condom off the end of the strip. “Just in case.”

“I just came twice in a row,” Zach laughed. “I don’t want to disappoint you.”

“There’s no way you could disappoint me,” she said as she stepped close. Standing on her toes, she lifted her lips to him. Zach kissed her tenderly, then took her hand to lead her into the bathroom.

The shower was wet fun, but no amount of coaxing could get him past half-mast. He enjoyed her kisses and being close to her. Jillian was clearly not disappointed, but still teased him a little, to his embarrassed amusement. Drying with the thick hotel towels was an adventure in tickling, leaving her breathless when he retreated to his bathroom.

Zach picked up his things and brought them back into her room so they could get ready together. Watching her standing naked in front of the mirror, with her arms up to brush and blow dry her hair stirred his heart. She finished with it pinned up in a bun with a few loose strands curling behind her ears. He decided to leave his stubble, but allowed her to style his hair into a artful tangle that appeared windswept.

Dressing together in her room, his costume consisted of knee-high soft leather boots, black leather pants, and a blousey off-white shirt that exposed his muscled chest. Jillian needed help getting her crinoline petticoat on, but didn’t bother with any underthings other than a soft cotton chemise. The lace corset bound her stomach and pushed her breasts up for display through the wide neck of her dress. By the time Zach knelt to help slip on her shoes, she looked every inch a duchess.

Jillian had been chattering away the whole time, asking a thousand questions about his life and likes. But she was silent the moment he slipped on her shoes. He ran his hands up her bare legs, smooth all the way to her waist. With his arms under her skirts, she leaned forward to kiss him with a mischievous grin on her face.

“What?” he asked as they broke, noses almost touching.

“Everytime you look at me tonight, you’re gonna know I’m naked under this dress.” She opened her legs and moved his hand between them. “I just want you to remember this.”

The soft skin parted at his touch, coating his fingers with her arousal. A shiver went through her as he collected her dew and withdrew his hand. A compulsion took him and he lifted his finger to his lips.

“And I want you to remember this,” he said, his eyes locked to hers. He licked his finger clean while she moaned, then kissed her to let her taste herself there.

“I want you so bad,” she whispered with lidded eyes.

“Soon,” he whispered to her. “We gotta dance first. I want all those other pirates to know who gets the duchess tonight. I claim you; you’re mine.”




Chapter 8: Jillian

The hotel ballroom could have been a hundred years old, with stone walls and intricate tile floors that wouldn’t have been out of place in a Spanish castle. By contrast, the rumbling sounds of drums and amplified instruments playing pirate-influenced rock music kept the mood upbeat and modern. The whole ballroom was filled with people wearing period costumes of soldiers, pirates, maidens, and wenches. A few were wearing higher class costumes like Jillian’s green dress, but as they walked into the ballroom she couldn’t miss the envious looks they both got.

Zach strutted next to her, giving the crowd a smile and a nod, his hand holding hers in place on his arm. She loved seeing his muscles through the open neck of his shirt and filling out his leather pants. The work she’d done on his hair gave him a rakish appeal, but she kept her head high to meet the steady gaze of other women who seemed to be debating if they could steal him away from her. He’s mine, her thoughts growled at them.

The band stopped for a break after finishing a song about keelhauling a filthy landlubber, and Zach paused to ask, “May I get you a drink, m’lady?”

“Rum,” she said. “Something dark and sweet.”

He left her to go to the bar of dark wood and brass that was next to the large plate glass windows looking out over the bay. The sun was still up, but the sky was dimming towards dusk. She saw lightning in the distance, but the sky around the island was clear.

“Ms. Cortez, you look stunning,” a man’s voice said. She turned and saw an older man wearing a general’s costume as elaborate as her own. He had salt and pepper hair, tan wrinkled skin, and a wry smile on his lips.

“I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage,” she said.

“I’m Victor Montoya, the hotel manager,” he said and extended his hand to her. When she took it, he lifted it to his lips instead of shaking it. “I hope you’ve enjoyed your stay so far?”

When he released her hand, Zach returned and placed a cold glass in it without a word, but he was eyeing Victor with a possessive glint in his eyes.

“Zach, this is Victor Montoya, the hotel manager. Victor, this is my escort for the evening, Zach Gilbert. He was just asking how I was enjoying my stay.” She kept the smile off her face as she lifted the neat shot to her lips, tasting the flavors of banana and blackcurrant along with the heat of the rum.

Zach chuckled. “Nice to meet you. If I can dare to speak for Jillian, we’ve both had a wonderful day.”

“Good,” Victor said with a suppressed smile as Zach slipped his arm around Jillian’s waist. “I’m glad to hear it.”

“I did want to mention one thing,” Jillian said as she recalled the outburst on the beach. “There was a man on the beach yelling about something today.”

Victor rolled his eyes. “We’ve been fighting the people living on the island ever since we purchased the property lease from the government. There is some kind of native superstition that pirates return on All Hallows Eve to demand a tribute from anyone they find. Don’t worry about them. We’ve got good security at the hotel and a fantastic evening planned… with pirates of our own.”

“Like me?” Zach asked as he lifted his arm to indicate his costume.

“Since you are escorting the duchess, would you mind play-acting for our show later on? It’s nothing, really, just banter with the actors a bit for the crowd. The pirate captain will swagger around a little, then throw a wench over his shoulder before he leaves.”

“Sure,” Zach said with a shrug. “No problem.”

“You look intimidating enough, you could just stare him down if you don’t feel creative.” Jillian noted Victor’s appreciation of Zach’s body was subtle, but tweaked her gaydar enough to give her a sympathetic smile. He was looking exceptionally hot in that pirate costume.

“I’m in sales. I can handle it,” Zach said.

“Good, well, I’ll leave you to enjoy your evening!” Victor nodded goodbye to them both and made his way to another cluster of people standing nearby.

“My hero,” Jillian sighed at Zach and took another sip of her rum. “This is really good. What is it?”

“Beats me. Dark rum, obviously, but I just asked the bartender for something dark and sweet. I like it, too.”

The band was tuning up again as they finished their shots, so they left their glasses on a table and ventured to the dance floor in front of the stage. The pirate band played a rock version of an uptempo jig, so Jillian shimmied and danced with Zach until they were breathless.

The songs continued at that fast pace, encouraging the crowd to stay on the dance floor until they were exhausted. Zach kept Jillian close and rebuffed all attempt by others to cut in for a dance with her. His attention kept her in a constant state of arousal until she was itching to do something about it.

Taking his hand in the middle of a song, she led him away from the dance floor towards the door outside. When they walked out into the fading night, the volume of the music dropped until they could hear each other speak again.

“You’ve got some good moves,” Zach said as she continued to lead him down the steps towards the ocean.

“So do you,” she said with a smirk over her shoulder. “I just needed to get a little air.’

She kept her eyes on the path, looking for a spot that might give them some privacy. A little further down was one of the outdoor bars she’d seen during the day. There were no lights on so it might work for a quick encounter. Before they’d left the room, Jillian had stuffed a condom down the front of her dress just in case.

“What’s over here?” Zach asked as she pulled him off the path towards the thatched hut.

“A little privacy,” she whispered as she turned to put her arms around his neck.

He stole a greedy kiss, his hands lifting her to sit on a tall barstool. Pushing her knees apart, he stepped between to press himself into her thick skirt.

“Well, s’too late to lea’ now,” the slurred voice said from the darkness in a thick patois.

Jillian gasped as Zach jumped to place himself between her and the speaker. The whites of his eyes reflected the light from the hotel, but the rest of him was too dark to see until he leaned forward. It was the guy from the beach earlier.

“You scared the fuck outa me, Dude,” Zach growled.

“Ain’t as scared as ya gonna be, mon.” The sad laugh that followed gave Jillian chills. “Dey gettin’ up now. Gonna be here soon and ain’t nottin’ we can do now.”

“Ghost pirates?” Zach chuckled, but Jillian could hear the hollow bravado.

“Let’s go back to the party,” Jillian begged as she got off the stool. The crazy old man was scaring her more than she wanted to admit.

“T’ain’t ghosts. Dey men like you an’ me. Only dey canna die for good, mon. An’ dey goin’ to dat party up dere. Then ain’t nothin’ ever gonna be da same.”




Chapter 9: The Ifrinn

The wooden sailing ship had a different name once. When the captain, Arrais Dubh, had been cursed by the voodoo priest, he changed its name to Ifrinn, after the Scottish Gaelic word for the cold, dark hell he spent every day of the year… except for one. He was going to live forever, just like he’d been promised. But not at all the way he had expected.

As soon as the sun set on All Hallows Eve, the underwater remains of the Ifrinn and its crew glowed with a pale blue light. The sand stirred as the ship slowly rolled to sit upright again. Bits of wood and rope and cloth came together out of the swirling sand and muck, restoring the ship to the exact state it had been in when the curse was laid on its captain in sweat, blood, and pain.

The ship rose through the water while the bodies of the crew coalesced out of sand and salt to grow bones and then flesh, writhing with contorted faces as the ship broke the surface like a breaching whale. Being dead was torture, but it was pure agony to be restored to life. The only surcease in their suffering was the one day a year they returned to the site of their cursing—the Isle of the Damned. Or in the captain’s native Gaelic, Eilean D’maichte.

Arrais took his first breath of air and spat the gritty salt water from his mouth as the ship settled under his boots. The dripping sea water that covered the ship dried at a supernatural rate as the blue glow faded.

“Cac! I need a drink and a woman. Set sail for the island!” He spoke English to be understood by those in the crew who weren’t fellow Scots, but his accent was flavored with a thick Gaelic brogue of his homeland.

“Aye Aye!” The crew groaned as they leapt to their work.

The captain was always in a bad mood at the start of their day and had been known to pitch those who irritated him into the sea. Dying only returned them to their watery hell a little early to await another year, which was a punishment they were all desperate to avoid.

“I wonder what year it is?” Sean asked. He was the first mate and stood next to Arrais, just behind the large wheel of the two-masted schooner. The barefoot sailor at the wheel was turning to port while watching the brass compass on the wheel post. The sails snapped as the ship came around to catch the wind.

“What does it matter?” Arrais had a sour expression under his scraggly black beard as he stared towards the distant island. His damp hair hung like oily curtains around his shoulders. Salt crusted the tattered black great coat, its brass buttons corroded green. He swept the coat back to pull out the wood and brass spyglass he carried in a leather tube at his belt and set it to one eye. “I thought so…”

“What is it?”

“Lights.” Arrais growled in his throat. “Things’ve changed. I see a fortress there now.”

“How could they build a fortress in a year?” Sean asked and held his hand out for the spyglass. When Arrais handed it over, Sean peered towards the island. “It’s enormous! How could this be?”

“To arms! All hands on deck,” he shouted through cupped hands at the crew. “Ready the cannons!” Aye aye echoed from all over the ship when the order was repeated by his mates to the crew.

Sean lowered the glass. “The lights look odd. Not like torches or fires. Maybe we should land a few scouts—”

“I’m not wastin’ my one day creepin’ around my own cacin’ island!” Arrais snatched the spyglass back from Sean and paced around the deck as the wind pushed the ship towards the open bay. “We’ll go straight in ready to fight, but no one will fire until we see what’s going on.”

As they got closer Arrais grew calmer. He kept raising the spyglass to his eye as more details appeared. “I see a stone wharf now, but no ships are docked there.”

“P’raps our faithless children have finally done something for us,” Sean muttered.

From that first cursed night over a hundred years ago, the crew had been free with their affections among the women of the island. The children born of those unions had inherited more than their fathers’ looks, but not their eternal nature. The curse that bound the Ifrinn’s crew to the island was passed to their children and brought a wasting sickness and death if their descendents ever left.

The only cure was to remain on the island their whole lives, but for the female descendants the cure also brought it’s own curse. Their fathers and uncles returned each year to take what they wanted, and the islanders had no choice but to give it or die. That produced even more children as the insestuous cycle continued.

“Our children are gutless cowards. How many times have we had to hunt them down to take our due? If they don’t have enough rum for us this time, I swear I’m tempted to kill them all. Then we can spend our days raiding ships until some fresh blood moves there to replace them.”

“True,” Sean nodded at the island, the lighted fortress now clearly visible. “But someone did all that. What if it’s another crew movin’ in on us?”

“So what? We canna die.” For the first time Arrais smiled, exposing his black and broken teeth.

“But what if they found our treasure?” Sean leaned closer to whisper.

Arrais glanced around before hissing, “Don’t even speak about that!”

“Maybe we should move it again.”

“It’s been safe through years and storms. Even the crew knows nothin’ about it. Why take the risk?”

“Because our children have all year to stumble across it.” Sean wrinkled his brow when he frowned. “Maybe that’s how they built that fortress so fast.”

“They wouldn’t dare,” Arrais growled, but it was clear from his answering frown that he was worried. He raised the spyglass to his eye again. “And even if they found it, they still couldn’t leave the island. I see people now. They are running down the wharf.”

“Are they armed?” Sean asked.

“No,” he muttered with a touch of wonder in his tone. “They wave to us like we are welcome.”




Chapter 10: Zach

The old islander had soured Jillian’s festive mood. Zach had kept himself positioned between them as he guided her up the stairs and back to the roaring party. Her hands were trembling, so he put his arm around her shoulders as they got to the top of the stairs.

“Want me to go get you something to drink?” he asked, trying to keep his tone soothing and normal while he raged inside.

“I’ll come with you,” Jillian said as she glanced back down the stairs.

Zach led her to the bar where he’d ordered their first drinks and eased through the crowd to get the bartender’s attention. Jillian clutched at his hand like she was afraid he’d slip away.

The cute girl pirate behind the bar looked up and grinned at Zach. “Two more?”

“Yeah,” Zach said. “What’s in ’em, by the way?”

“Rum, banana liqueur, and crème de cassis.”

The bartender made two more shots and passed the glasses over. “Your room tab again?”

“Yeah, thanks,” Zach said as he let go of Jillian long enough to grab both glasses.

By the time he made it back out of the crowd at the bar she was staring out the large windows facing the bay. Handing her the shot glass, he downed his and pulled her close again. Others were staring and pointing out the window so he glanced that way as well.

A tall masted sailing ship was entering the bay, it’s pale sails reflecting the moon’s glow. A murmur started in the crowd, then a few people whistled and began to clap. When the band finished a song about seeing black sails at midnight, the lead singer laughed and called out, “Looks like the hotel pulled out all the stops! There be our pirate kin comin’ to visit.”

Zach laughed at himself for being spooked by the old man. “Looks like that crazy guy was on the hotel payroll after all. I bet it was all some stunt for the weekend, like those fake haunted houses that pop up this time of year.”

Jillian shot her dark rum then let out a relieved chuckle. “I bet you’re right. He really had me going.”

“Good actors,” Zach said as the crowd heading out the doors pulled them along to go down the stairs towards the wharf.

The ship was still out a ways when the crowd gathered on the dock, laughing and raising their glasses to welcome the crew that lined the deck. Zach spotted who he assumed was the captain at the back of the ship with a spyglass, sweeping it along the wharf. He barked orders to the crew as the ship got closer. The sails dropped as ropes were released. Some of the barefoot sailors cast lines to the crowd who pulled the ship in to thump against the wharf.

A few crew members leaped down to tie off the lines to the horn cleats that lined the wharf. A wooden plank was pushed off the deck to bridge the gap as the rough looking captain stomped across to stand with his fists against his hips.

“Who’s responsible for all this,” he shouted in a lilting brogue, lifting his chin to indicate the crowd surrounding his ship. When no one spoke, Zach recalled what Victor, the hotel manager, had asked him to do when the actors arrived.

“That’d be me,” Zach shouted back with a grin as Jillian chuckled at his side.

The captain glared at him, then strode forward, the crowd stepping back as he passed. When he got closer, Zach noted how real the costume appeared. The large overcoat was wrinkled and worn, his shirt stained with wine or maybe blood. His black hair hung in lank spirals around his face, but the top was pulled back into a loose tail to keep it out of his eyes.

It was his black stumps of teeth that gave the first inkling of worry, then the rank odor of his unwashed body hit Zach with a palpable force. Zach moved to place Jillian at his back before the captain reached them.

They were the same height, but Zach had an easy thirty pounds of muscle on the lanky captain. Standing toe-to-toe, the captain exuded an air of menace and danger that no mere costume could produce.

Zach had experience fighting in the ring, but his only real fight had been an unsanctioned, bare knuckle match in Mexico. He learned later that the man he’d fought there had killed before, and he got that same vibe from the captain. Actor or not, he was also a killer.

“This be my island,” he growled. “You can pay me for your trespass in gold or in blood.”

Zach felt Jillian clutch his arm, but he couldn’t look away from the furious eyes of the captain to reassure her. The captain must have seen her move from the corner of his eye, because he broke eye contact to give her a lecherous smirk.

“On second thought, I’ll take your lovely wench to pay for your insult.”

Whatever fear he may have felt vanished under a flush of rage. “That ain’t gonna happen.”

“Blood it is then.” The captain stepped back and drew his sword and dagger.

Zach was familiar fighting with many different weapons, including staffs and swords. There was no mistaking the shining edges on the pitted grey metal. These were no props.

“Zach, no. I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Jillian begged from behind him.

“Just stay back,” he said as he shook off her hands. The crew of the ship was lined along the railing and wharf, eyeing the hotel guests with chuckles of contempt. The captain beckoned Zach away from Jillian with his dagger.

“You look too pretty to be a proper sailor,” the captain taunted Zach.

One of the other pirates came down the gangplank with a smirk. “I got twenty gold on Cap’n Arrais. Anyone match it?” he called out to the crowd. The hotel crowd was too drunk to see the real trouble they faced and many called to match his bet.

Zach made a wary circle, keeping Arrais in front of him but not saying a word. He studied the way he moved. Arrais was right handed, with the sword in his dominant hand. It was a thin blade, about three feet long, with only one sharp edge. The triangular blade of the dagger had two sharp edges and tapered to a wicked point.

Arrais moved suddenly, sweeping in with a fast sword thrust to test Zach before committing to the attack. Zach stepped inside the swing, ready for the dagger blow he knew was coming toward his kidneys. He struck at the captain’s wrist to stun the blade from his grip, then grabbed it’s pommel as it fell.

With the dagger in his own dominant hand, Zach danced back to the delight of the crowd. The smirk on the pirate’s face fell a notch as Arrais shook out his left hand with a hiss.

“That was a tricky move,” Arrais said, his voice no longer ringing with confidence. Zach said nothing and waited. “But I’ve got a few tricks of my own.”

They circled while Zach turned the dagger to lay flat against his arm to offer some protection in case he had to deflect the sword. His heart was pounding like it always did in the ring, but he refused to let his fear weaken his attention.

Arrais stepped in, swinging a wide faint before his boot came up to kick Zach in the stomach. Zach spun around to avoid the kick, then flicked the edge of the dagger blade to make a shallow cut along Arrais’ right wrist. He ducked back out of range to give time for the blood to flow into his grip.

“First blood,” the pirate who offered the wager yelled, sounding none too happy about it. “Stop playing around with him, Arrais.”

“Shut it, Sean,” Arrais growled back.

Zach moved the moment Arrais spoke, pushing aside the sword blade with his arm protected by the dagger. He went in low and delivered an elbow to his stomach followed by a sweep kick, then an uppercut to his jaw with the iron ball on the dagger’s hilt. The combination took Arrais completely off guard and he went down in a heap with the sword slipping from his blood-slick hand.

Zach kicked the sword away to clatter against the concrete and dropped his knee on Arrais’ chest. With the dagger blade against the skin of his neck, Zach hissed, “Yield or die.”

The hotel crowd was silent, but the crew groaned like a living thing. Then Sean said, “That’s enough.” When Zach looked up he saw the barrel of a flintlock pistol pointing at his chest.

The pirate was not prepared when Zach reached over and disarmed him with a twist. There was an explosive flash as the pistol fired its ball into the side of the ship with a splintering crack. Then Zach tossed the pistol in the gap between the ship and the wharf. In that moment, Arrais lept up and attacked, swinging and kicking wild blows that Zach blocked as he retreated.

In the rhythm of the fight, Zach began to worry how he could put a stop to this. The wild rage in Arrais’ eyes made Zach’s decision before he was hurt. He blocked the last punch, then pressed his attack in return, raining blows and kicks without pulling their impact as he had been doing.

Arrais was bleeding from his mouth and nose, staggering from the punishing assault. Zach jumped and spun, placing the heel of his heavy boot on Arrais’ jaw. His head turned with a sickening crack and he fell to the ground like an anchor cut from its line.

There was silence for a beat, then the hotel crowd cheered while the crew of the ship loosed a cry of denial and rage. Lightning sparked across the clear sky producing a thunderclap that silenced them all. Zach knelt next to Arrais to feel for a pulse in his neck and never saw the blow that felled him.




Chapter 11: Jillian

“Zach! Look out,” Jillian cried as Sean stepped around behind Zach to crack him on the head with the hilt of his sword. Zach fell like a stone across Arrais’ body.

“This be our island!” Sean yelled as he lifted his sword towards the stunned guests. “You can yield or die!”

The crew of the ship jumped over the railings brandishing swords, flintlock guns, and wooden belaying pins as they ran towards the panicked crowd. Jillian got pulled along with the retreating hotel guests as they ran for the stairs.

“Not so fast,” Sean growled as he rushed over and grabbed Jillian’s arm. “Cap’n’s gone for the day, so now you’re mine.”

Jillian fought hard, pulling against his tight grip by dragging her feet. The heels she had on skidded over the surface of the cement wharf as Sean dragged her along after him. “Let go of me!”

“That’s the kind of fight I like to see in a wench!” He sent a wicked leer at her with his words.

Jillian beat her fist against his chest and face, but he didn’t seem to notice. He smirked at the crew chasing the fleeing guests. Before she could stop it, he had pitched her over his shoulder to carry her up the stairs after his crew.

From her inverted view, she saw the bloody result of the crew’s passing. Men dressed in costumes lay moaning on the ground clutching their wounds. One crewman was holding down a screaming woman on the staircase, her dress pushed up around her hips as he thrust into her. A surreal sense slowed Jillian’s perception of time when they passed them, like a horror movie shown in slow motion. For an instant that felt like minutes, her eyes locked to those of the woman being violated. Jillian finally had to shut her eyes against the broken, pleading gaze.

Bouncing up the stairs forced the remnants of the rum drinks back into her mouth. Jillian gagged and coughed before gripping his thick leather belt to push herself up. Taking the pressure off her stomach gave her a moment to breathe, but her nausea returned with a vengeance when she saw Zach still prone over the body of the captain. She almost gave up hope until she saw his foot twitch and his hand clench into a fist.

“Zach!” Desperation spurred her to call out to him. He had to get up before her abductor got away. “Help! Zach!”

“Shut it,” Sean growled and punched her hard on the thigh, making the muscles there ball in a cramp.

“You’ll never get away with this!” Her panic drove the ridiculous words out, but she had to say something.

He chuckled as they reached the top of the stairs. “The worst that can happen is that I’ll die. I’ve died everyday that I’ve lived, just like I’ll be dead again tomorrow. But between now an’ then, we’re gonna have us a party.”

Jillian had never been in a situation this dangerous before. The worst had been a drunken date in college that got a little too pushy, but a knee to the groin took the fight out of him. She didn’t think Sean would give up so easily, but she intended to fight him every second, even if it killed her.

A loud burst of explosions made her scream before she recognized the nearby sound of automatic gunfire. That made her recall that the hotel manager, Victor Montoya, had said something about hotel security. Sean paused and turned, allowing Jillian a moment to look back at the dock. Zach was rousing, but too slowly to prevent Sean from stealing her away.

“Help!” she called out, hoping the security team was close enough to hear her. “Help me!”

Just outside the ballroom, four pirate crewmen armed with flintlock pistols and swords rushed a single man dressed in black fatigues and carrying an assault rifle. He mowed them down with a spray of bullets, then ejected the spent magazine to replace it with another from his belt.

“What kind of gun is that?” Sean whispered to himself. His confidence seemed to falter for the first time as the screams and archaic curses of the wounded followed the shots.

“The kind that will kill you all! You have no idea what you’re up against.”

“What d’ya mean?” he asked her over his shoulder.

“They’re soldiers, you idiot, not a bunch of stupid islanders.” Jillian put as much confidence in her tone as she could muster and spun out the story she wished was true. “They have guns that can shoot a hundred times a minute without reloading. They wear armor that stops knives and bullets. They can even see in the dark as well as you can in the day. You might have surprised them showing up the way you did, but there’s no way you can win against them.”

“They gotta catch me first and I bet I know this island better than they do,” Sean growled and headed off the stairs and into the trees that surrounded the hotel along the cliff.

Jillian was bounced around as he moved further into the woods. The sounds of gunfire faded along with Jillian’s hope. Sean kept moving away from the hotel and up the cliffside along a winding animal trail in the bright moonlight. When he stopped and threw Jillian down on the path, her legs were too numb to stand on, let alone run.

“Ow!” Rolling on her side, she rubbed her lower back and thigh before shooting Sean a dirty look.

He returned her look with a scowl of his own and clutched the hilt of the dagger at his waist. “If ye run or yell, I’ll slit your throat.”

He scanned the terrain around them, his gaze pausing on the rocks and trees around the narrow trail, as if he was looking for something specific. He grunted to himself and looked down the face of the cliff below them. After pinning her with another hard look, he gripped the trunk of a tall palm tree and hung over the edge.

“We’re goin’ down there. You can either help me or die. At this point I really don’t care which you pick.” His voice sounded weary, but his eyes were bright with anger.

Jillian knew her only hope was to stay alive long enough for the security team or Zach to find her. Wiping the vomit off her mouth with the back of her hand, she pushed herself up and stood on unsteady legs. “What do you want me to do?”

“There’s a cave down there. We’re gonna go hide there until I can figure out what’s goin’ on. Come ‘ere.”

Jillian obeyed him, but the fearful twisting in her stomach made her hesitant. Sean grabbed her wrist and yanked her to the edge, forcing a wavering cry out of her mouth.

“See that ledge down there?” Sean growled with a jerk that forced her to look down the cliff face. “Stay there until I get down. And don’t try anything.”

Holding on to the palm trunk, he pulled her over the edge and lowered her until she dangled a few feet above the ledge. The panic she felt hanging over the edge made her reach up to grip his arm. If she missed the ledge, she’d break her neck falling down the rest of the cliff to the beach far below. “Don’t drop me!”

Sean swung her slightly then let go of her wrist. Her nails dragged across his skin as she tried to hold on to him, but she fell anyway. Shrieking in panic, she grabbed at plants and rocks until the ledge stopped her fall. Her fingers and knees were bloody as she clung to the cliff face to catch her breath.

Sean landed easily next to her on the ledge and immediately pushed her towards another palm growing out from the cliff face. “Behind the tree. Look for an opening into the cliff.”

Shaking as she inched along the ledge, Jillian felt an opening behind the vines growing down the cliff face. She didn’t want to step into the darkness, so she fished her phone out of the small velvet bag at her waist that served as her purse. Sean gasped when she turned on the light.

“Are ye a witch?” he murmured.

“No,” she said as her heart rate slowed. “It’s just a device to make light.”

She used the phone light to look into the opening. The cave opened up into a tall, narrow room with a sandy floor just past the narrow crack at the entrance. She stepped carefully through the opening, then turned and tried to casually signal anyone back towards the hotel who might be looking their way.

He stepped into the cave with his dagger drawn and his face twisted in fear. “Turn off yer witch light before it’s seen.”

She obeyed slowly and moved across the room as far from his as she could, her shoulders eventually touching the cold stone of the wall. The moonlight wasn’t enough to see in the cave, but she could see his shadow highlighted against the opening. When Sean began removing his belt, Jillian’s mouth went dry.

“It’s time I claimed my prize.”




Chapter 12: Zach

The rank smells of unwashed body and rotten meat made Zach recoil out of unconsciousness. That abrupt motion intensified the nausea and throbbing pain in his head, forcing him to empty his stomach on the concrete next to the dead pirate’s body.

Holding himself up with his hands he stared at the body, struggling to recall what had happened. The skin was sloughing off in a wrinkled, wet mass, exposing rotting muscle and bone as the flesh settled and spread out on the wharf. A putrid liquid pooled around the body like a cursed halo that mixed badly with the remains of his fruity rum drinks.

There had been a fight. The abandoned pirate ship drew his attention for a moment before he looked back down at its defeated captain. It was as if Arrais had been dead for weeks, which confused Zach even more.

The distant sound of automatic gunfire made him look past the other injured guests on the wharf to focus up the stairs leading to the hotel. Then he saw the other pirate, Sean, with a bright green bundle over his shoulder. The bundle was Jillian in her fancy green dress. Then all the memories rushed back, causing his heart to race.

He pushed himself to his feet, but a wave of dizziness kept him from chasing up the stairs after them. He watched, helpless, as Sean reacted to the gunfire and carried Jillian into the trees that lined the cliff. He uttered a low moan to deny what his eyes had told him.

Wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, Zach staggered to the steps and pulled himself up using the railing to supplement his weak legs. His heart was pounding at the thought of Jillian at the mercy of a crazy pirate. Then he remembered the old islander’s warning with a gasp and pushed himself despite his blurred vision. Maybe the curse was true? It was almost easier to believe that than to assume he had murdered some kind of terrorist dressed like a pirate.

An armed guard dressed in black approached down the stairs with his assault rifle pointed at Zach’s chest. “Stop! Keep your hands where I can see them.”

“I’m a guest,” Zach gasped as he stopped and clung to the railing. “My name is Zach Gilbert. One of them took my girlfriend into the trees up there. I need to save her.”

“You don’ look like you could save ya’self right now,” the guard said in his accented patois. Then he pulled a small mic from his collar. “Theo here. We gotta bunch’a wounded guests down at the wharf. Dat sailin’ ship is still tied up here, but I don’ see anyone on it.”

“Roger dat,” a voice said on the radio at Theo’s belt.

“Please,” Zach begged. “I can’t let him take her away.” He couldn’t stop his eyes filling with tears at the idea of that bastard violating her. “I love her.”

The shock of admitting that about someone he’d just met was lost under a wave of terror that he might lose her forever. Something must have shown in his face, because Theo studied him through squinted eyes for a moment before lowering his weapon.

“Come on,” Theo said as he lent his hand. “Show me where you saw them last.”

Gripping both Theo’s hand and the rail, Zach was able to move faster up the stairs until he got to the landing just below the hotel ballroom. He took a few breaths and studied the cliffside when a pale light flashed in the distance and caught his eye. “There!”

“I see it,” Theo said and gripped his mic again. “Theo here. I need backup at the top of the wharf stairs. One of the hotel guests has been kidnapped and taken along the cliff.”

The radio crackled. “Sorry, mon, we are still chasing the group of terrorists that made it inside the hotel. You need to stay there and keep watch until the medics and reinforcements arrive. The helicopters are still ten minutes out and this place looks like a war zone.”

“I can’t wait,” Zach said as terror slicked his mouth. “She can’t wait.”

“Then go, mon.” Theo gave him a sympathetic look, but let his arm go. “I’m sorry, but I gotta follow orders.”

Zach had never thought of himself as weak, but in the last few hours Jillian had loosened something inside him. He didn’t fear fighting or pain, but the thought of losing her unnerved him like nothing else in his life. The distant spark of light winked out, forcing him to push through the bushes and onto the dim, moonlit path.

As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, he saw signs that gave him confidence he was moving in the right direction. Heavy boot prints were visible where the moonlight shone on the path through the palm fronds. He moved slowly, but tried to control the sound of his footsteps and breathing.

The sandy soil on the path gave way to solid rock, leaving him to blindly follow the trail between the palm trees and shrubs. He listened to the night sounds as he stepped, careful to avoid loose rocks or leaves that could give him away. The murmur of voices rose from the darkness below, making him slow to a crawl as he approached.

“Zach’s not even a soldier and he killed your captain.” Jillian said with her voice dripping with disdain. She was alive! “He’ll come after me and then he’ll kill you, too,”

“This cave has kept our treasure safe for a hundred years. He’ll only ever finds yer bones, if that,” Sean growled. “I hope you saved some of that fight you showed me earlier. I want to taste your spirit.”

“If you touch me, I’ll rip your balls off!” Jillian sounded too scared to give the threat teeth.

Zach peered over the edge of the trail. The sounds of a struggle came up from a ledge about ten feet below. Zach couldn’t see a safe way to climb down. He’d have to jump and hope he didn’t fall off the ledge or draw attention to his arrival.

Jillian’s scream spurred him to action. Zach clung to the roots of a palm tree and swung his legs over the edge. He was still a few feet away from the ledge and had to swing himself before he lost his grip. The pounding in his head increased as his muscles tensed making it hard to see or concentrate. Just before his hands slipped free, he threw himself sideways along the cliff face.

A moment of stark terror was broken when he landed in a heap on the ledge. The sounds of breathing and grunts came from a darkness behind a palm tree growing out of the cliff face at the other end of the ledge. Crawling closer, Zach tried not to imagine what Jillian must be going through.

“You witch!” Sean cried out in pain. “Let go!”

“You better back up or I’ll squeeze them off,” Jillian growled.

Zach stood and pushed the vines covering the opening aside. The moonlight showed Jillian pinned down against a large rock, but Sean’s arching back showed he had a tiger by the tail. Zach stepped in and grabbed Sean by the shirt and belt, then threw him across the room with his rage pounding in time with his throbbing head.

“Yer head must be harder than it looks,” Sean mumbled as he staggered to his feet.




Chapter 13: JIllian

Jillian let out her held breath. Zach had found them somehow. Jumping up, Jillian got her phone and switched back on the flashlight to shine in Sean’s face.

“Yer cacin’ witch light again,” he muttered as he held up his hand and tried to blink away the bright light. “Now I gotta kill ya’ both.”

Zach wasted no time. In one smooth motion he used his palm to flatten Sean’s nose, then threw a hard punch into his stomach. Sean doubled over for a moment, but sprang back up with his nose leaking blood and a thin-bladed dagger in his fist.

Jillian screamed a warning, but Zach had already jumped away from the sweeping blade. There wasn’t enough room in the cave to move very far, so Sean kept swinging the knife to keep Zach on the defensive.

“I watched ya’ fightin’ Arrais.” Sean muttered as he swung. “Fancy tricks ha’ never been match for a blade in my hand.”

Zach kept trying to grab Sean’s wrist, but Sean kept twisting away from him to swing again. Jillian noticed Zach wasn’t moving as fast as he had down at the wharf and began to worry. Then Sean swung his other hand by surprise and knocked a fist into Zach’s temple. Zach staggered back with a gasp of pain, clutching the back of his head with one hand. When his hand returned to block again, it was covered in blood.

“How’s tha’ head feel?” Sean taunted, but Zach ignored him to keep batting the knife away. “Yer only gonna get weaker and I’ve still got nothin’ t’ lose.”

Zach moved like a snake, pushing the knife away to deliver a solid punch to Sean’s jaw. “You will when we spend your treasure,” Zach hissed.

“Neither of ya’ will live to do that, I’ll promise ye!”

Jillian kept her phone’s light on Sean, but their circling allowed him to get too close. He feinted at Zach to back him up, then turned without warning and plunged the knife in Jillian’s stomach. At first she thought he’d only punched her because she didn’t feel any pain from the blade. When he pulled out the blooded dagger, she suddenly felt cold and her head spun like she was drunk again. “Zach?” she whimpered.

“Jilli!” Zach screamed in response, which nearly allowed Sean time to slit his throat. At the last second, Zach gripped the wrist swinging the knife with a twist, then the knife was on the ground. After a sick crack, Sean’s forearm was bent at an unnatural angle.

“I ain’t afraid of pain or death,” Sean spat as he went for the knife again with his off hand.

Zach placed a front kick against the side of Sean’s head, felling him like a stone and he didn’t move again.

Jillian floated, somehow still upright with her cell phone shining in her hand. The light seemed to slowly get brighter. Zach came to her with a horrified look on his face as he touched the wet smear on the front of her dress. “I think he stabbed me,” she said with a deliberate tone.

“You’re gonna be okay,” Zach whispered as he took her phone and put his arm around her to guide her out of the cave. “I just need to get us back to the hotel, that’s all.”

It sounded like he was telling himself rather than her. The pain when she moved drove the cold feeling away along with her hissing breath. Blood was trickling down her legs under her dress. He helped her along the ledge, but Jillian couldn’t imagine climbing back up to the path. “Zach, I don’t think I’m gonna make it,” she whispered.

“Don’t say that!” Zach’s jaw was trembling like he was cold and his eyes were wild with grief. “I’m gonna save you!”

“You already did,” she whispered as tears filled her eyes. He had met her and in one day made her feel more loved than anyone she’d ever met. “Today was the best day of my life.”

“Please don’t say that,” he begged as he drew her closer. “We have plenty of days ahead that won’t end this way. I’ll move to Orlando and we’ll find a place together. You’ll teach class and I’ll teach martial arts. I want to spend my life with you!”

She looked up to touch his face, leaving a red stain on his cheek, but couldn’t muster the breath to speak around the lump in her throat. He loved her. Being loved like this for one day could be enough for a lifetime.

“Zach!” The voice was calling from above them on the trail. “Zach, where you at, mon?”

“Theo?” Zach answered with a quaver in his voice. “Oh my God, down here! We’re down here!”

A moment later a flashlight appeared over the edge near the trail to light them up. “You found da girl. Good for you.”

Zach moved her closer to Theo along the cliff face. “She’s been stabbed. We need to get her out of here.”

“Can you lift her up?” Theo asked as he hugged the palm tree trunk with his right arm and extended his left down towards them.

Zach got Jillian’s attention by placing his hands on either side of her face. “Stay with me, Jilli. I need you to grab ahold of Theo and don’t let go, no matter what. Can you do that?”

Her hands and feet were tingling like they were dead already, but she could still lift her arms. The world was tilting under her feet. She concentrated on the pain in his eyes and tried to ignore the pain radiating from her stomach. “I’ll try.”

Zach hugged her tight, then turned her to lift her from behind, his hands first on her hips then her thighs as he pushed her up. Theo reached down, beads of sweat shimmering on his dark skin as he caught her upraised hand. Jillian held on as tight as she could, but her stomach felt like it was being pulled apart. Theo dragged her over the edge to the path. She could only curl around herself and shiver in agony.

Theo touched her neck, checking her pulse as she drifted away. From below she heard a billow of rage followed by Zach’s cry of surprise. Theo cursed, leaning over the edge as the sound of something falling through the brush and tree limbs along the cliff crushed out her last thoughts.




Chapter 14: Zach

Sean rushed Zach from the cave entrance, screaming in rage. Unable to dodge on the small ledge, Zach grappled him and twisted as they went over the edge together. The beach seemed miles away, with rocks, shrubs, and trees along the cliffside. Holding Sean like a shield, Zach used his last few seconds of momentum to keep Sean’s back facing the ground.

Time slowed as the stomach clenching sense of acceleration took over. Sean never stopped screaming, his broken arm flailing as they fell. Impact after impact forced out Zach’s breath as they hit rock and tree, careening at last into the packed sand at the base of the cliff.

At least Jillian was safe with Theo, Zach thought as he prepared himself to fight again. His vision was still blurry and his head ached so bad he could barely keep himself up. When Sean started coughing up blood, Zach noticed the broken end of an inch-thick branch sticking out of his chest and collapsed back to his knees.

“I’ll be comin’ back t’ find ya both,” Sean muttered through red teeth. “Cac, I hate dyin’…”

“Fuck you,” Zach gasped through his own pain.

“And Arrais ain’t never died early before, so he’ll be after ye as well.”

“Good luck with that,” Zach chuckled at the absurdity of trading barbs with an undead pirate. “This ain’t your world anymore, Sean. All of us face horrors everyday you’ll never understand.”

“I doubt that,” Sean coughed. “I know horrors. I live in hell all but one day a year.”

Zach sat back on his heels and shook his head at the dying man. “Fifty years ago, a single man convinced his countrymen to murder eleven million people for no other reason than he didn’t like them. To stop the war he started, other men invented a bomb that was so powerful it could flatten a whole city. Our ships have left the sea to take men to the moon and back again.” Zach looked down at Sean with his trademark smirk. “We tell our children stories about your kind of petty evil. We even dress in costumes like this to mock you. Hell, I beat both you and Arrais, and I’m just a merchant! You’re nothing.”

Sean frowned as Zach spoke. “No…”

“You’re not even worth killing,” Zach said and pushed himself to his feet. “I hope you have a long, hard night with that tree branch in your lungs. When you see Arrais again, tell him I said he hits like a girl and I’m gonna enjoy squandering his treasure.”

“You’re lying! I don’t believe you,” Sean gasped as he tried to roll over. “This is our island! We’re gonna live forever!”

“You call this livin’?” Zach muttered as he staggered away.

The walk back up the beach took all his will to keep going. He prayed Theo was able to get Jillian back before she bled out. As he approached the stairs, armed men called for him to stop and raise his hands.

“I’m Zach Gilbert, a hotel guest. Is Theo back yet? He was helping me save my girlfriend.” Zach wavered on unsteady legs as they approached and quickly frisked him.

“You da guy Theo radioed about?” one man asked with a tone of disbelief. “He say you fell down da cliff.”

“That’s me,” Zach said, showing his cut and bleeding arms. “I think I’ve got a concussion. Can you guys help me find my girl?”

One security guard helped him make his way slowly up the steps to the triage center that was set up in the hotel ballroom. It looked like a scene from a bad war movie. The room was full of bandaged, costumed guests sitting in chairs or reclining on tables. There were a few people dressed in green scrubs moving from person to person.

Zach scanned the room for Jillian, looking for the green dress she’d been wearing. When he spotted bright lights set up around a table, he caught sight of the ragged dress on the floor underneath. Before he got to her, a frowning doctor came up and stopped him.

“Sit,” she commanded and pointed to a chair next to the table where she’d been working.

“I need—”

She nodded to the security guy and they both forced him into the chair, then she dismissed the security guy with a lifted chin. Zach kept peering around her at the activity at the table when she gripped his chin with one hand and shone a bright light into his eyes.

“Yer pupils are unequally dilated. Ya’ have a concussion,” she pronounced as she gently palpated the back of his head making him hiss from pain. “But the bone’s not moving. Dat’s good. Now take off yer shirt.”

When Zach didn’t move fast enough, she unbuttoned it for him and pulled the filthy fabric out of his leather pants. She wiped him down with a damp cloth while examining his chest back and arms, then began treating the myriad cuts she found with a stinging ointment.

“No point in taking off yer pants since ya’ walked in here. Yer badly bruised, but nothing else appears broken ‘sides yer head. I’m worried about the concussion though. You’ll be on da next helicopter flight to da hospital.”

“The woman being treated over there,” Zach said and pointed toward Jillian. He realized if he admitted they’d just met, there was no way he could get her status. “She’s my… my wife. She’d been stabbed. Is she gonna make it?”

The nurse’s face softened for a moment. “Dey got her stable enough for transport and dat’s a good sign. She’ll be goin’ wit ya on da helicopter.”

“Can I see her?” he begged, the raw panic welled up in his chest again.

“We’ll see, but don’t get in da way,” she warned with a wagging finger, then helped him up.

Jillian was pale as the white paper gown she was wearing, but when Zach saw her chest rise and fall he let out a shuddering breath. The medical staff had moved on to another patient, leaving her unattended for the moment. Zach pulled up a chair to sit next to the table.

“I’ll leave you wit her until da helicopter gets here,” the doctor said and patted his bare shoulder, then left him alone with her.

“Oh, baby,” he whispered as he took her cool hand. If he didn’t know she’d been stabbed he’d assumed she was sleeping. Staring at her face, he realized those impulsive promises still held true. He wanted her like he’d never wanted anyone before. It might seem crazy to fall for someone so quick, but that didn’t make it wrong.

He ran his thumb along the back of her hand, his head pounding in time with his heartbeat. The relief he felt sucked away the last dregs of energy until he lay his head down on the table next to her hand and fell fast asleep.




Chapter 15: Jillian

“Come here, Rufus!” Jillian waved the ball at the black dog until he bounced around barking, then threw it as hard as she could. Sand flew every direction as Rufus tore after the ball arching over the beach. She’d never considered herself a dog person, but he’d grown on her over the last year.

Zach was walking back towards her now with his metal detector swinging in front of him. He paused for a moment to stoop and dig in the sand before resuming his search. They’d been coming to the Treasure Coast of Florida most of their free weekends since Zach moved to Orlando.

Her brother, Josh, had been amazed at their luck finding colonial-era gold coins and jewelry in the sand. He had become their authenticator and broker, helping to sell what they found between his diving trips in the keys. Josh always jokingly asked what their secret was since he never found anything, but he’d never believe the truth about where those treasures had really come from.

Rufus came running back with a slobbery ball and dropped it at her feet with a sneeze. She picked up the ball and teased him with it again before lobbing it toward her husband. Following Rufus, Jillian rubbed her swollen belly with a smile. The extra money from their treasure stash helped pay for their home in a nice Orlando neighborhood and Zach’s new dojo. It would really come in handy when little Zachary Taylor Junior arrived.

“Any luck?” Jillian asked with a smirk.

Zach jingled the pocket of his shorts. “So have you decided?”

“I don’t wanna dress up this year. Let’s just stay home and pass out candy to kids.”

“That’ll suit me just fine,” Zach said as he leaned in for a kiss.

Rufus bounded around them as they walked hand-in-hand back to their SUV. “Victor finally called me back.”

“Did he agree to hire extra security for Halloween night?” Zach asked.

“He’s still convinced it was a terrorist attack.” Jillian shrugged. “We did what we could. My conscience is clear.”

“I wish I could be a fly on the wall when they go into the cave,” Zach chuckled as he opened the passenger door for Jillian to sit.

While Zack walked around to put Rufus in his cage in the back, Jillian shut her eyes to picture the cave the last time they were there. It had taken monthly trips back to the island to sneak out all the treasure. The rotten wooden chest at the back of the cave had held a surprising amount of gold coins and jewelry.

The jewelry was easy enough to wear out, but they had to hide the coins to avoid customs. Zach had come up with clever ways to secret them in fake batteries for laptops and camera equipment. Once they got it all home, Zach had printed out a picture of it spread out in the middle of their dining room table. They’d gone back one last time to leave a laminated picture in the remains of the treasure chest for Arrais and Sean to discover.

Zach got in and started the car for the drive home. “Hey, did Victor mention if the ship was still there?”

“Yeah,” Jillian laughed. “Apparently he turned it into a tourist attraction.”

“I wonder if that means they’ll all just show up there,” Zach murmured as he backed out of the parking lot and into the street.

“I’m glad we won’t be there to find out.”

“I’m sure it’ll be on the news if they do. Another terrorist attack no doubt.”

“Or maybe you broke the curse when you killed Arrais,” Jillian suggested.

“Who knows?” Zach had a thoughtful look on his face as he drove towards I-95. “You need a bathroom break before we get on the freeway?”

“I’m good,” she said and took his hand.

Zach gave her the smirk she’d come to love. “You sure are.”
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