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    For the readers who love a swinging good time. This one's for you.
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Chapter One
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A vast body of greenish-blue water stretched as far as the eye could see. Waves breeched the pristine shoreline of the only home Tarzan had ever known. In the dense jungle behind him, primary huffs from family members filled the air with a deep organic sound.

As the surf crashed onto the beach in a mighty show of power, another high-pitched scream cut through the froth of angry waves. 

Closer this time.

Tarzan deepened his crouch behind the abundant leaves used to line his moon-bed. Curling a finger around a thick stalk, he pushed it lower to study the shore. A blue object floated in the ebb and flow, caught in the sharp barnacles at low tide. The color of the sky thrashed in the water, crying out in pitiful mews.

He again scanned the horizon for ships that occasionally ventured too close to his island home. The endless line where water met sky appeared as ordinary as the struggling object was out of place.

A grunt from behind, followed by a gentle bump to his shoulder, warned him to stay wary. 

“Ooh-ooh,” he grunted in reply, then turned and looked into the worried eyes of Echo, his ape brother. Tarzan lifted his chin to point at a tall tree, where the bark peeled in long, hanging strips. “Ooh-ooh.”

Echo gave a hard stare, then swiftly crossed the short distance to swing up into higher branches using his powerful arms.

After a final sweep of the beach and sea, Tarzan carefully stepped out from the protection of his beloved jungle and onto the warm, soft sand. With silent footfalls, he crept closer to the unknown object. Two arms flailed weakly in the surge, and the larger body of water pulled back as another curl formed.

“Help me! Oh my God, help—” Tones of the frantic voice disappeared in the ceaseless onslaught that battered the island.

Human!

Startled, Tarzan straightened from his crouched stance. He moved closer, watching the human’s small hands grab for the flesh-tearing, barnacle-covered rocks. Long hair, the color of the mineral-rich mud bordering the pools below the waterfall, flattened against a small skull that reared up, out of the tide. He couldn’t see the human’s face through all the hair, but he heard the unmistakable gasp rent the air.

Before the next surge pushed forward to cover the human’s head, he made a quick decision to help the weakling, who floundered like a newborn gorilla caught in the drag of the sea.

Less than two leaps away, a sharp-pointed fin broke the water’s surface. Drawn by the smell of blood, more would appear in a matter of time.

The stranger lifted a hand out of the water, weaker now, vainly reaching for a source to save him. The arm bore a reddish skin cover sprinkled with tiny yellow flowers that ended below the crook of a delicately boned arm. Colored rocks circled the wrist, and a shiny type of silver metal circled the middle finger.

The fin turned with a splash from the meat-eater’s tail. If the human were to survive, Tarzan had to act now.

Avoiding the human’s injured palm, he grasped the small wrist and hoped the bones beneath his tight grip wouldn’t break. Instead of pulling the limp body up, out of the surf, he waited for the next wave to lift the dead weight. Carefully stepping horizontally across the rock and sharp barnacles, he moved away from the dangerous part of the shore. Only when the soles of his feet touched coarse pebbles of shallow water did he move backward to where the sand lay warm and dry.

Safe from the fish that tore meat from the bone, he dropped the thin arm lacking the necessary muscle to survive. He stepped back a few paces and crouched on his haunches to watch. Stomach-side down, the small human lay still for so long he feared he’d been too late.

Two thin legs, covered in dark blue to the knees, jerked and twitched. One cough, then another, followed mouthfuls of regurgitated water and a long string of more hacking coughs. The weakling’s arms moved under his chest and pushed at the sand. Turning to flop onto his back, the person lay there taking in great gulps of air and coughing out droplets of sea water. Sand covered a portion of a child-like face; the rest of the features were covered by wet, matted hair.

From his huddled position, Tarzan scanned the beach before crab-walking closer to investigate. Curious, he reached his finger forward and slid a hunk of wet hair off the small, pale face.

~*  *  *  *~
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Saltwater tore a burning path up her raw throat as Jane coughed and took in another lungful of delicious air.

“My God.” No amount of lozenges could help at this point. Maybe a shot—or five—of the hundred-year-old brandy in her desk drawer at home would do the trick. 

No, she’d be better off pouring the stuff over her shredded hand to kill the germs.

Warm sand under her back, hot sun on her face. If the nightmare of the sinking yacht weren’t fresh and foremost in her mind, she could have been at any number of tropical resorts. Damn the pirate crew for leaving her behind, even if she’d been held against her will. Whether or not they were really pirates or a band of human traffickers, her value as a human was worth more than live bait for fish.

She’d been jarred awake from shouts and the drum of running feet above deck before a dark-skinned man, hardly older than herself, burst into her stateroom and ordered her out at gunpoint. After she’d been shoved overboard, she had no idea what had happened to the evil crew. 

As if in a dream, she slowly became aware of a soft stroking at her cheek. Tired...Lord, she was tired.
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