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“I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.”
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Smith Island, May 1614

After the shout of “Land ho!” rang through the air, Ruben Smith’s pulse quickened, a mixture of relief and tension pulling at his gut. Squinting against the sun, he turned to his first mate, “Smitty, take over the wheel. I need to wake Blake.”

“Aye, aye, captain,” Smitty answered with a smirk and began his descent down the ratlines.

Ruben gripped the wheel until Smitty reached it, handing over the duty with a quick nod before heading below deck. His steps echoed in the hollow corridor, and a familiar heaviness settled in his chest. Every return trip to Smith Island weighed on him like an anchor; Blake’s incessant drinking and the empty ache where Joe’s presence should have been, made every voyage back a trial. He couldn’t decide which was worse—the emptiness at home ever since Joe went missing, or enduring Blake’s bitter company, trip after trip.

As he walked through the dim passageways, Joe’s face flashed in his mind, and his brother’s absence sliced through Ruben’s thoughts like a blade. What had those pirates done to Joe? Killed him? Sold him? He could never escape the questions, especially at night when the quiet magnified every fear, every thought. Joe had been the glue that held their father together, and since he was gone, it felt like everything was unraveling.

And Blake—Ruben’s mouth hardened into a thin line. Their relationship had soured ever since the day Joe disappeared. He couldn’t prove it, but something in Blake’s demeanor—his defensiveness, his anger—hinted at a deeper involvement, some hidden guilt. But Blake never confessed, and Ruben was left wondering, always wondering.

Ruben shook off the thoughts as he neared the door to Blake’s cabin. Arguing with Blake again was the last thing he wanted, but it was inevitable. He shoved the door open, the familiar creak sounding like an invitation to a shouting match. “Blake! Time to wake up!”

Blake lay sprawled across his bunk, clutching an empty bottle of ale like a child with a comfort blanket. His groan filled the cabin, his eyebrows knotting in irritation. Ruben’s anger flared like a match. He grabbed the bottle from Blake’s grip. “Get up! We’re about to dock soon.”

Blake groaned, shielding his eyes with his arm. “All right, all right! Stop shouting—I’m up!” He dragged himself into a sitting position, his disheveled hair and glazed eyes speaking volumes of his night’s debauchery.

Ruben thrust the bottle into his face, shaking it for emphasis. “Look at you. This stuff is ruining you. How can you do business when you’re drunk all the time?”

Blake sighed and tossed off his blanket, the sarcasm dripping from his voice. “Just give me a few moments, and I’ll ‘freshen up.’ I’ll be above deck before we reach the island.”

Ruben’s patience ran dry. He stormed out of the cabin and up the stairs to take over his post, hands tightening around the railing as if squeezing out his anger. A half-hour passed in tense silence until they docked the ship. Ruben watched Blake emerge from below deck, looking only barely presentable. He disembarked without a word, heading to the woods behind their home, a path he took too often.

Ruben turned toward the homestead, climbing the stairs to check on their father. The place was a ghost of its former self, everyone moving like shadows in the dim light. He passed his father’s room, hearing the familiar low murmur of prayers and weeping. He wished he could join him—sit beside him and let the grief pour out—but he couldn’t afford the luxury. Responsibility weighed too heavily on his shoulders.

He sighed as he made his way outdoors again. Tired of the sea, tired of the tension, Ruben longed to stay at home and work the land, manage the affairs. The homestead seemed almost peaceful—until he noticed the peculiar white haze billowing from the nearby island. A flash of dread stabbed through him. Running back inside, he fetched the telescope and hurried outdoors. The white smog hung unnaturally low, and as he adjusted the focus, it became clearer—a dense, swirling haze. This was no cloud.

“Blake!” Ruben shouted, voice cutting through the workers’ clamor. A muffled reply came from the woods, and soon enough, Blake stomped into view, face twisted in irritation.

“What is it now?” Blake’s voice growled low, the anger beneath barely contained.

“Take a look.” Ruben thrust the telescope into his brother’s hands, gesturing toward the distant island.

Blake squinted into the scope, his expression shifting from annoyance to confusion. “Looks like smoke,” he said, lowering the instrument and glancing over the horizon.

Ruben’s stomach knotted tighter. “Do you think it’s a fire?”

“How should I know?” Blake retorted, shoving the telescope back. “Maybe.”

Ruben watched him walk off, uncaring. He wanted to argue, to force Blake to take it seriously, but what was the use? With a sigh, he glanced one last time toward the island before heading back inside. It wasn’t their island—not yet. Maybe he was overreacting.

But that night, the faint scent of smoke filtered through the dining room, making everyone sit up in alarm. Kitchen staff ran to the stoves to check for flames, but returned puzzled—nothing. Ruben and Blake exchanged glances, both rising to their feet and rushing outdoors. There, amidst the starry sky, a thickening haze of smoke billowed ominously from the nearby island, the wind blowing it closer.

Ruben’s heart raced. He dashed upstairs to grab the telescope, scanning the distant island. An orange glow flickered through the smoke—fire, spreading fast. Ruben’s hands shook. He had to act.

“Blake! Come quick!” he yelled down to his brother, who lingered below.

Blake arrived, taking the telescope. “That’s not good. Should we evacuate?” The rare edge of concern in his voice was unmistakable.

Ruben didn’t have a clear answer. “It’s spreading, we’ll have to—with whatever we can accommodate on both ships.”

The house erupted into chaos. Servants scrambled to pack valuables, their fear mixing with the suffocating smoke that filled the rooms. Ruben issued orders, helping to form two lines to transfer goods to the ships. But when he looked up, the once-clear sky was blotted with thick, black smog.

“Blake!” Ruben’s shout was lost to a cough, the acrid air burning his lungs. Blake stumbled toward him, hacking into his sleeve.

“What is it?” Blake rasped.

“We need to tell Father now.” The fire was moving fast, orange embers visible in the woodlands behind their home. Both brothers rushed inside to their father’s room, finding him on his knees, praying.

“Father,” Ruben pleaded. “The fire is coming—we have to go!”

James looked up, eyes hollow, voice hoarse. “Just go ... leave me here.”

“No,” Ruben said firmly. “You’re coming, one way or another.” He started grabbing clothes, books—anything of value—while Blake scooped up the remaining items. They rushed out, passing them off to the nearest hands. And as they prepared to make one last run back for their father, Ruben’s heart pounded with urgency. Time was running out.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2
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The wooden floor creaked beneath James’s knees as he knelt beside his bed, fingers gripping the edge of the blanket. His voice, worn and low, filled the silent room as he prayed aloud, “Lord, let me stay. I don’t care to live anymore. Just take me—free me from this mental anguish and—”

—Go. Better things await you.

He froze, a breath caught in his throat. Was that ... God? Or just his own thoughts, yearning for comfort? His heart pounded, the words echoing in his mind. It had been over four years since he last felt the faintest whisper of God’s voice, and now—his prayer was interrupted.

—Go! Better things await you! This time, the voice seemed louder, clearer. It filled the empty caverns of his heart, like light bursting through a storm cloud.

James sat back on his heels, chest rising with a slow, deep breath and a cough. He hadn’t dared hope for anything in so long, but now hope clawed its way back in. Better things? Could it mean finding Joe? The thought was like fresh air to a drowning man, filling his lungs with something he had nearly forgotten—joy. Strength flowed into his tired limbs, and he rose from the floor, body trembling but steady.

Coughing briefly, James stumbled to his feet, urgency making his limbs move faster than they had in years. He had to go now. To leave. To find his lost son. The fire—what did it matter anymore? The need to move forward—to do something, anything—burned brighter than the flames consuming near their land. It felt like a weight lifting, a shackle finally broken.

Throwing the door open, he practically ran into the hallway, his quick strides surprising even himself. His eyes met Ruben’s and Blake’s, both boys frozen in their tracks as they stared at him in disbelief. James barely glanced their way. “Ruben—Blake, let’s go!” He was already descending the stairs, his sons’ stunned footsteps following close behind.

Outside, James felt the acrid smoke claw at his lungs, but it only made him push forward harder. He blinked through the haze, the billowing clouds mixing with the cries and coughs of the household staff. Their eyes widened at the sight of him—James, who had stayed locked away for years, now barking commands as if time had never stood still. He felt Ruben and Blake’s eyes on him, their shock like a physical presence. It didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but the sense of urgency that burned inside him.

He marched toward the larger ship, voice hoarse but steady. “Blake, you stay here with me.” He turned to Ruben, who continued staring like he was seeing a ghost. “You take my other ship. Go, quickly!”

Both of his sons stood motionless for a moment, dumbfounded. He had never seen them look so—lost. “Don’t just stand there! Get moving!” he snapped, the fire’s heat a pressing reminder. That broke their trance, and in seconds, they were scrambling to their posts—Blake boarding the large ship, Ruben hurrying to captain the second vessel.

James scanned the shoreline as the staff loaded onto the ships, every muscle in his body tense with purpose. He signaled to the crowd, “Everyone, it’s time to set sail!” His voice cracked under the strain, but the command was clear. The household workers lined up, some collapsing as they breathed in too much smoke. Others hoisted them up, dragging them aboard before they could be lost in the growing haze.

The flames licked the trees now, the roar of the blaze growing louder, the heat more intense. James’s eyes burned, the sight of their home—his life’s work—engulfed in fiery destruction. He fought back the urge to collapse as the orange glow swallowed the island. There was no time to mourn. They had to move. He called out commands to his crew to raise the sails, and with one final look at what used to be, he ordered both ships to depart.

The sails filled with wind, and as the ships glided away from the burning shore, James could finally see the flames tearing through their land. The heat clawed at their backs, and smoke hung like a dark curtain over their escape. He coughed into his sleeve, chest tight, and wiped away the tears that burned hotter than the fire itself. He turned and saw Ruben on the other ship through the telescope, his son’s face streaked with tears. And on his own deck, Blake stood, his eyes distant, expression unreadable.

The emotional cries of the women on the ship stung James’s ears as they looked back, faces pale with horror, at what was once their home. He could feel their despair like a physical thing, mingling with his own memories. Some he wanted to remember forever; others he wished he could erase.

Blake stood near the stern, face turned away, looking into the void of the open sea. Was he angry? Indifferent? James couldn’t tell. He wanted to reach out, say something—anything—that could bridge the chasm between them. But what words could ever be enough? He glanced at Blake, whose mouth was a tight, unyielding line, nostrils flaring as though keeping rage—or grief—at bay.

“Son,” James called out softly, eyes red-rimmed and raw, “I know it will take time to rebuild, to start again ... but with God’s help, we’ll get there. You’ll see.” The silence hung heavy, pressing down as Blake turned his face away, staring at the water with an emptiness James could not penetrate. Maybe he blamed him—for the loss, the sorrow, the absence. And who could blame him? James’s grief had turned him into a ghost, and he’d abandoned his sons when they needed him most.

And now ... now it was too late to apologize, to make it right. Or was it? He didn’t know. His throat ached with the unspoken words. His son’s distance felt like an abyss.

The servants huddled together on deck, some retching over the railing as the waves rocked the ship, their belongings gathered hastily in rough bundles. And beyond them, the distant smoldering remains of Smith Island disappeared into the horizon. There was no going back. There was only the sea ahead.

James inhaled deeply and coughed, the sea air slowly cleansing his lungs of the smoke that lingered. He closed his eyes for a moment, thanking God for sparing them, and steered the ship toward the Land of Seferad. It was a familiar route, the way to a new beginning, and the promise of “better things.”

The skies cleared, the smoke thinned, and the world felt brighter, as though the fire had burned away not just their home but something inside him—a heaviness, a burden. For now, he let the feeling of release wash over him, and he coughed out the last of the smoke in his lungs.

“Blake,” he called, keeping his voice steady. “Come here.”

Blake’s eyes narrowed as he walked over, slow and sullen. “Yes, Father?” he answered in that guarded, disinterested tone.

“Take the wheel. I’ll be back shortly.” James handed over the duty, feeling Blake’s hands brush his own, a brief, almost imperceptible connection. He stepped away, heading below deck to his cabin.

Kneeling beside his cot once more, he closed his eyes, the scent of smoke still lingering in his hair and clothing. “Lord,” he whispered, voice raw, “I need to hear You again. When You said ‘better things await,’ did You mean ... Joe?”

Silence. He waited, heart thudding, for some sign, some word—anything. Nothing. Only the rhythmic creak of the ship and the distant murmurs of those above deck. The question hung heavy, the silence a stark answer to his desperate plea. He felt a surge of doubt, fear, but then ... faith, however small, still rooted somewhere deep within him. He thanked God for their safety, for the escape from the wildfire, even as his heart broke for the place they left behind—the place where his wives were buried, their graves now lost to flame.

James rose to his feet, glancing around his small cabin. As much as he longed for answers, he had to trust that God’s plan would unfold, in His time. He left the cabin, making his way back above deck, feeling both lighter and more uncertain than ever before.

As the days passed, the ship sailed smoothly toward the Land of Seferad, the wind filling their sails, the sea carrying them away from the ashes of their past. James stood at the wheel, hands steady, and faced the open sea with a heart that was bruised but still beating, ready to find what awaited them.
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Blake was dismayed. He thought about his future. The only reason he remained at home was to hold on to his father’s inheritance he’d share with Ruben. With that being lost, he had nothing left. The matter of being stuck on a ship with many people added to his miserable mood. He tried to block out the sounds of the weeping women or the men talking about what their future would hold. Their voices continued to travel into his ears.

The thought of spending another two to three weeks traveling with all those on the ship made his mood even more bitter. He hoped Seferad had something to offer him. What he wouldn’t do for a drink of ale at the moment. His mouth felt dry at the thought of not having any on hand. Maybe this was why he felt moody.

The appeal to find One-Eyed Ganiff came to mind. Would the pirate in disguise be at the land of Seferad?

Blake turned from the railing of the ship and decided to go under deck. The more he slept the time away, the more he wouldn’t think about the need for a drink.
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CHAPTER 3
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Seferad, March 1614

James felt invigorated. After four long years away from the helm, he rediscovered the thrill of captaining his ship. The fresh sea air caressed his face, and the rhythmic sound of waves crashing against the hull breathed new life into his weary soul.

Ahead, the Land of Seferad came into view. Though not their destined new homeland, James planned a brief stop in Seferad to acquire some supplies before continuing their quest for a permanent home.

Upon docking in Seferad, he let out a sigh and addressed his ship’s passengers. “We will disembark to purchase necessities. Those of you without specific tasks are welcome to explore ashore. We’ll depart before the evening, so please make sure to return before twilight.”

James spotted Blake amid the crowd on board. “Blake, may I have a word with you?” he called out.

Blake navigated through the gathering and stopped before his father. “What is it, Father?”

Noticing his son’s tousled hair and reddened eyes, which suggested a lack of sleep, James said, “Wait here while I fetch something.” James disappeared below deck and returned, clutching a sack of coins.

From the sack, James withdrew a few shillings and handed them to Blake. “Here, take these and buy as much dried meat as you can. Wait for Ruben to join you.”

Blake accepted the shillings and cast a quick glance at his father before disembarking.

James secreted the sack of coins inside his captain’s breeches and followed Blake off the ship. “Go ahead, son. Ruben will be along shortly.”

After watching Blake walk away, James turned to locate Ruben. The crowd of servants from the second ship had already disembarked. He wove through them until he reached Ruben.

“Father. I’ve managed the servants’ disembarkation. I hope that was all right,” Ruben said, scanning the area. “Where’s Blake?”

James pointed in the direction he last saw Blake heading. “I gave him a few shillings to buy dried meat.”

“You what?” Ruben scratched his head, puzzled. “Father, was that wise?”

James recognized Ruben’s concern; Blake had a tendency to spend money on ale rather than essentials. He hadn’t considered it at the moment and realized he should have entrusted the money to Ruben instead.

“Go find your brother. I’ll catch up with you both later.” He hoped to meet Andrew Barr, perhaps to seek advice about potential new lands for homesteading.

As James made his way to find Andrew, he observed merchants weaving through the crowd, hawking their goods. A nearby, passersby murmured about the sudden surge of newcomers, their curiosity piqued by the influx.

[image: A black flame symbol on a white background

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Blake occupied a corner table in the saloon, having swiftly finished a full glass of ale and now sipping his way through a second. It had been too long since his last drink. His father should have anticipated that his first stop would be the saloon, not the market for dried meat. With two shillings, he had bought a bottle of ale, and it felt immensely satisfying to quench his deep thirst. He filled his third glass of the ale. A presence near him kept him from drinking it down.

“I knew I’d find you here,” Ruben said sharply, his voice tinged with anger.

Recognizing the voice, Blake’s expression hardened. “Father sent you, didn’t he?”

“Yes, and it’s a good thing, too! Where are the dried meats you were supposed to buy?” Ruben’s voice escalated with frustration.

Sighing deeply, Blake had reached his limit with being treated like a child. He stood up abruptly, his eyebrows drawn together, and his nostrils flared. He grabbed Ruben’s hand and pressed the remaining two shillings into his palm. “You want to fetch the meats, go ahead,” he said tersely, then sat back down, hoping his brother would leave him alone.

The desire to stay with his father or Ruben had dissipated. He felt certain there must be work available on this land, which seemed more appealing than the uncertainty of roaming the seas without knowing where home would be. Here, at least, he could frequent the saloon whenever he wished.

“Fine. As usual, I’m the one doing all the work.” Ruben ended the conversation.

Blake sensed his brother’s departure. To confirm, he glanced over his shoulder and caught sight of Ruben marching out of the saloon. Good. Now he could return to relaxing and finishing his ale in peace.

The thought of continuing to travel with the crowd of servants made his stomach churn. Feeling increasingly like an outcast, he viewed himself as a thorn in the sides of his father and brother. Yes, he decided firmly. He would stay and make a new life for himself here.

As he contemplated what he should do, he felt a hand on his left shoulder. Thinking it was Ruben again, he barked out, “Leave me alone! You don’t need me.” Blake’s temper rose.

The hand withdrew from his shoulder, yet Blake could sense someone still looming behind him. Before he could raise his glass for another sip, a whisper tickled his ear, “Exit through the back, and I’ll be waiting for ye.” The voice was unmistakably familiar—it was Ganiff!

Blake stood up swiftly, nearly toppling his drink as his elbow jostled the table. He caught the suspicious glances of some men seated nearby, their eyes tracking his sudden, hurried movement.

Trying to avoid drawing further attention, Blake casually glanced toward the exit, catching a brief glimpse of One-Eyed Ganiff’s back as he slipped out of the pub. For the past three years, whenever Blake visited Seferad, he had searched for Ganiff, but the elusive pirate-in-disguise could not be found.

Blake quickly finished his ale and made his way out the back exit. Once outside, he scanned the area but saw no sign of Ganiff. Just then, he heard someone clearing their throat from around the corner of the saloon. With resolve in his steps, Blake walked toward the sound and spotted a figure resembling his pirate friend leaning casually against the saloon wall. The figure wore a new hat, distinguished by a long feather adorning its side. Ganiff’s face was initially obscured by the hat’s brim.

“Ganiff, is that you?” Blake whispered, his voice tinged with a mix of caution and hope.

The figure lifted his head, revealing a familiar grin marred by blackened teeth. “Tis I,” Ganiff replied, his smile broadening.

For the first time in what seemed like forever, Blake felt joyful. He felt a brotherly connection with Ganiff. A friendship that built over time. They’d always enjoyed drinking and listening to one another’s storytelling.

Blake grinned and eliminated the gap between them. “Would you believe me if I told you I am very happy to see you?”

With a smirk on his face, Ganiff responded, “I’m sure ye are. From the looks of all those ye brought with, I’d say something dreadful happened at home.”

Blake sighed and became serious. “Our home island was engulfed in flames. We escaped for our lives. There is no more inheritance for me, and I’m stuck having to travel with those I wish not to be with.” Blake was being truthful. He felt like his life was boring and empty while staying with his father. His relationship with Ruben had worsened after Joe went missing.

Ganiff pushed himself away from the corner wall he was resting against. “Well then, why don’t ye join me and my crew? Our lives are never dull. Ye can start yer own inheritance.” The pirate’s eyes twinkled with excitement.

Blake had never thought about it. Why not? It sure would beat having to live with those he could never connect with. The thought of being with those who understood him sounded appealing.

He nodded yes, “That sounds great!” Blake concluded. “When will we be leaving Seferad?”

“Once the crew gathers up our supplies, we’d be on our way. So ... we’d have to come up with a new name for ye.” Ganiff chuckled as he patted Blake on his shoulder to welcome him into his pirate crew.

“Give me a few moments. I need to tend to something before I go. I’ll meet you at your ship.” Blake thanked Ganiff for the opportunity to join him and walked away in secrecy. He would let Ruben know of his plans to not travel with them.
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Ruben managed to secure some dried fish, but the funds were limited by Blake’s earlier actions. His focus shifted as he saw his brother approaching with determination in his stride.

Blake blocked his path. “Ruben, I won’t be leaving with you or Father. Tell him I’ve decided to move on and start a different life for myself.”

Ruben was stunned. “What do you mean you won’t be coming with us? Are you out of your mind?” He couldn’t fathom how Blake, who’d always been the reckless one, could manage on his own.

“No. Actually, I think I’m finally thinking clearly. I’m going to make something of myself. You can stay with Father. There’s nothing left here for me,” Blake stated firmly.

“So, it’s about the inheritance then? Fine, have it your way,” Ruben retorted, his patience worn thin by Blake’s selfishness. He pushed past his brother, the hurt deepening, and returned to his father.

As he walked back, Ruben glanced once more at the bustling crowd, catching the last glimpse of Blake disappearing into it. May God go with you my brother.

Shaking his head, Ruben reached where his father conversed with Andrew Barr. Andrew offered them shelter, but his father declined, eager to move on and find a new home before the trade season ended.

The day’s events weighed on Ruben’s mind. He set the fish basket down, waiting for his father to finish talking. He scanned the crowd again for any sign of Blake, but his brother was gone.

“Ruben.” James approached, noticing the setting sun. “Let’s get Blake and everyone else aboard both ships.”

Ruben braced himself. “Father, Blake will not be traveling with us.”

James looked puzzled. “What? Why?”

“He said he wishes to stay and find a living here instead. He’s already left, and I don’t know where he went.” Ruben withheld the deeper reasons behind Blake’s departure, wishing his brother had valued family over inheritance. 

James sighed. With a soft sadness in his voice, he said, “If that is what Blake wants, then I guess we will leave without him. I wish I could’ve said farewell.”

Ruben watched his father’s expression soften, and his chin quivered as he surveyed the crowd, a mix of Seferad inhabitants and Smith’s servants.

Wanting to shift his father’s focus from Blake, Ruben stated, “Father, I located a merchant who sold dried fish.” Ruben showed him the basket.

James nodded and faced the ships. Ruben lifted the basket and carried it with him as both rallied everyone to the ships. 

Ruben departed once his father’s ship left. As they set sail, Ruben couldn’t help but feel the absence of his brother, wondering about the new life Blake was about to embark on.
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CHAPTER 4
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Kemet Island, March 1614

Joe Smith stood before the mirror as Zamar assisted him into his waistcoat. “Tell me, Zamar, will Victoria be all right?” Joe asked, while his valet adjusted the garment. He was concerned for his wife, whose appetite had diminished over the past few days.

“Sir, I believe she is improving. Her appetite returned following the noon meal yesterday and after you departed for the plantation, she even returned to the kitchen for a few morsels,” Zamar reassured him.

Joe sighed in relief. Victoria had experienced moments of illness that unnervingly reminded him of his mother’s ailment. The thought of losing his wife, his blessing from God, put him on edge.

Observing the concern on his master’s face, Zamar added, “Sir, I will keep watch over Mrs. Smith in your absence.”

Joe knew he would be sailing away tomorrow with his father-in-law, Alexander, to venture further south where their tobacco leaves and sugar might fetch higher prices.

Placing a hand on his valet’s shoulder, Joe expressed his gratitude, “Zamar, I am deeply thankful for your willingness to care for my wife while I am away. Not once do I regret making you my valet.” A proud smile crossed Zamar’s face as he graciously accepted Joe’s words.

Zamar then fetched Joe’s boots and brought them over. “Have a seat, sir,” he suggested. Joe sat on the settee within the room, and his servant handed him his boots.

“Thank you, Zamar.” Joe carefully donned each boot with assistance from his valet. He planned to spend a lot of time walking today at the plantation to ensure everything was in order before his departure. How he wished Victoria could join him as she had last year, but this time, her bouts of dizziness and illness kept her at the house.

Now fully dressed, Joe stood and followed Zamar to the door. Zamar exited first and waited for Joe to lead the way down the stairs. As he descended, Joe found Victoria sitting at the meal table, clutching her stomach, her face noticeably pale.

He watched his mother-in-law, Lucille, attempt to persuade Victoria to eat. “My dear, you must try to eat something. If you miss another meal, I shall have Elizabeth Bell check you,” Lucille insisted, determination evident in her tone.

“Mother, I’m quite all right. I’m only tired,” Victoria lied with evident frustration. “I do not need the housekeeper to fuss over me. I’m no longer a child.” Victoria rose from her seat and exited the front door in a rush. Joe, filled with concern, followed her. Outside, he found her by the nearest tree, bent over and coughing.

He ran over to her. “My love, perhaps you should get checked.” Joe inquired, placing a hand on her back as she looked up, her face even paler.

“I’m fine—really,” she assured him, taking deep breaths as her bout of sickness eased. She accepted his handkerchief and dabbed at her mouth.

“Thank you, Joe,” she said, managing a slight smile of relief.

Joe’s heart was heavy with worry. He prayed silently for her health. Lord, please have mercy on my wife.

With a protective arm around her, Joe escorted Victoria back toward the house, suggesting gently, “My love, please, you need to get some rest. After I return from the plantation, we might go to the beach for a bit of fresh air.” He hoped the outdoor setting, which she always enjoyed, might revive her spirit.

They re-entered the home and ascended the stairs to their room door. Just as they entered their room, Sophie emerged from hers.

“Joe?” Sophie called out, concern in her voice. “Is Victoria ill again?”

He nodded and continued to help Victoria to bed.

“Rest now. I’ll return shortly,” he assured his wife, kissing her forehead before leaving the room.

In the hallway, Sophie expressed her worries. “I’m concerned about her, Joe.”

Joe was grateful for Sophie’s friendship with Victoria, especially during his frequent absences. “Later, I’m planning an outdoor meal for her. I hope the calm of the outdoors will encourage her to eat,” he explained to Sophie before excusing himself to find Zamar.

He found his valet with Alexander in the office. “Excuse me, Alex, may I speak with Zamar?”

“It wouldn’t be about Victoria, would it?” Alexander noted the concern on Joe’s face.

“Yes, it does,” Joe hesitated before adding, “Alex, do you think we should postpone our trip tomorrow, or should I remain here while you leave to ensure everything is well with her?”

Alexander frowned, reluctant to travel without Joe. “Let us wait to see how Victoria fares later today.”

“Very well,” Joe agreed and then requested, “Zamar, could you arrange a meal for Victoria and me? I’d like it for an outdoor sitting at noonday.”

“Of course, sir,” Zamar nodded, asking, “The usual?”

“Yes, and add a few fruits as well,” Joe instructed before excusing himself to check on the plantation workers.
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CHAPTER 5
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Victoria’s maidservant, Layla, knocked on her door, holding a glass of ginger water. Mrs. Lucille had requested that she deliver it to Victoria to ease her sickness.

Layla would rather be outside, picking fresh flowers for the vase in the dining area. It was a lovely day, and escaping the house would help her forget the emptiness of her life.

As she stood there waiting, no answer came. With a sigh, she knocked again, a bit harder this time.

“Come in,” Victoria’s soft voice called out.

Layla entered and found her mistress sitting up in bed, yawning and stretching her arms.

“Miss Victoria, your mother sent me with this,” she said, presenting the glass.

“What time is it?” Victoria asked, ignoring the glass of liquid. She covered another yawn with her hand.

“It’s noonday, Miss Victoria,” Layla replied, walking toward the bed and placing the glass on a nearby table. “Here, drink some of this. Your mother wishes for you to—”

“—Good heavens, no! I won’t drink any of it. I told mother I would be fine. I feel great already,” Victoria interrupted, her lips curling and her nose wrinkling in disgust. She jumped out of bed, smiling. “Where’s Joe?”

“He went to the plantation, mam,” Layla replied, her eyes widening as Victoria seemed completely recovered. Her mistress was now by the mirror, brushing her hair before fashioning it into a bun. No trace of paleness remained in her complexion.

“Has your illness passed, mam?” Layla asked as she watched Victoria move about the room.

Victoria sighed with relief. “I feel fine.” Noticing Layla near her cap, she added, “Layla dear, would you be so kind as to bring me my bonnet and shawl, please? I fancy an outdoor walk. Is Sophie downstairs?”

Layla fetched the shawl and bonnet, hurrying over to assist her mistress. “Yes. Sophie is in the kitchen, learning a new dessert.”

“Excellent!” Victoria exclaimed, opening the drapes and gazing out. She tilted her head upward, letting the sunshine bathe her face. “Isn’t it a beautiful day?” Layla nodded.

Her mistress must be losing her sanity, considering her recent moods and symptoms. Victoria turned away from the window, passing Layla as she left the room, humming a tune.

Layla remained where she stood, shaking her head before retrieving the untouched glass of ginger water. She walked over to the window just as Mr. Smith arrived from the plantation, having finished conversing with Zamar. He seemed determined as he entered the house, likely eager to check on his wife.
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