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CHAPTER ONE: THE STORM AND THE AFTERMATH


[image: ]




Emery Lapwing had never loved the sea. He lacked the wild, all-encompassing passion for the open water that true sailors harboured. Emery tolerated the sea. Appreciated it for the marvel it was, and for the untold millions of species cradled in its depths. He even enjoyed the sea when the waves were calm, lapping at the ship’s hull with heavy tongues like a pack of large, affectionate dogs, and when the sun shimmered up over the horizon, dawn gold dripping onto the water like honey. But he never loved the sea.

And the sea didn’t love him, either.

Gasping for air, Emery sucked in a single breath before the waves crashed over him again and he lost all sense of direction. The storm hadn’t snuck up on The Achillean—they had seen it coming from miles off, and there was no good reason for Emery to have stayed on deck as long as he had. James had ordered him below, in fact, with instructions to stay out of the way, but Emery had been intent on categorising the cloud formation overhead. The water had gone from choppy to murderous in an instant, faster than any of them had anticipated. A wave struck the starboard side with the force of a cannonball, sweeping him over the rail and into the raging sea.

Crashing back to the surface, Emery could scarcely tell up from down. The sky was as dark as the water, rain lashing down in sheets, illuminated every few minutes by a sharp crack of lightning that only served to disorient Emery all the more. Every time he caught a glimpse of the ship, it was smaller and further away.

“Emery!”

His name was barely audible over the storm but Emery whirled, thrashing around in the water to face James Rawlings, who held his own against the waves better than Emery could ever manage. Both of them reaching out, they met in the middle, grasping at one another. Emery was desperately relieved to have him, animal instinct urging him towards James like his mere presence could save Emery from drowning. But his rational mind—what was left of it, under the panic—revolted.

“James, what are you doing! Now we’ll both drown!”

“Hold onto me!” James shouted over the roar of the ocean. “They’re throwing a line down to us!”

James caught him fast, wrapping both arms around his middle as Emery threw his arms around James’ neck, clinging to him even as the waves battered them.

“You idiot,” Emery shouted in James’ ear. “You should have stayed on the ship!”

“And let you drown? You can barely swim! Just hold tight—”

A massive wave crashed over them, burying them beneath its weight where everything was dark and freezing cold. Emery squeezed his eyes shut tight, holding onto James’ broad frame for dear life, kicking furiously to right them both—

But when he finally broke the surface, The Achillean was nowhere to be seen and James was a limp weight in his arms.

Emery couldn’t say how he survived the storm. Tropical though the waters were, hypothermia was still a real risk and exhaustion set in quickly, leadening his limbs and urging him to slip under the waves and let it all go dark. The two of them had nothing to which to cling but each other: no wreckage from the ship to keep them afloat, which was as much a good thing as it was bad. Emery didn’t have the energy to weigh their chance of rescue against that of a watery grave. All he could do was fight to stay above the waves, keeping his numb fingers wrapped in James’ coat.

* * *
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THEY WASHED UP ON THE beach like a couple of dead fish. For several long moments, Emery could do nothing but breathe: deep, gasping breaths as he lay on his back, hands over his chest, staring up at the sky. It was clearing, the last of the lashing rain no closer than the horizon, and yellow mid-morning sun slanted spear-like through the clouds.

Beside him, James lay perfectly still. No sign of breath stirred his chest. Swearing, Emery scrambled to his knees and threw himself on top of him, pressing his fingers to James’ throat in frantic search of a pulse. There: weaker than it should have been, but undeniably present. James’ skin was still warm, salt crystals clinging to the line of his neck and his collar bone in coastal patterns. He had lost his jacket at some point and his shirt was missing its cravat, gaping open at the chest to reveal one tanned shoulder where he lay slumped against the sand.

Emery had once seen a drowned man revived by a physician who suspended him by his heels, so as to drain the water from his lungs, but Emery had no apparatus with which to get James into such a position. Using a bellows to force air into the lungs to replace the water seemed an easier approach, but again, Emery had no such contraption.

Whispering curses like prayers, Emery pulled James’ shirt open the rest of the way and tipped James’ head back, nose pointed up to clear his airways. Emery didn’t have a bellows, but he had his own breath. Pressing his hands one on top of the other in the centre of James’ chest, Emery pushed down, willing the water to expel, before leaning in to seal his lips over James’ and force breath into his lungs.

“Don’t die, don’t die, you can’t die,” he chanted, digging the heel of his palm into James’ chest in a steady rhythm. “You always wanted to be buried at sea, and if you die here, I’m going to have to leave you in the sand. And you would hate that. So, you can’t.”

Emery pressed their mouths together again, sparing a second afterwards to hold one hand under James’ nose, checking for breath. Nothing. He threw themself back into the chest compressions, harder this time, hoping he wouldn’t crack James’ ribs in the process, even if that might annoy the man enough that he would have to come back just for the sake of chewing Emery out for it.

The third time Emery pressed his mouth to James’, the man convulsed under him, shoulders curling in before he spluttered against Emery’s lips, coughing crude saltwater into his face. Emery reared back, though he kept hold of James’ shoulders, helping him sit upright as he choked up the rest of the water that had flooded his lungs.

“You’re all right,” Emery told him, thumping him on the back until the coughing fit passed. “You’re alive; we’re fine. Everything’s going to be fine.”

James grasped for him, grabbing hold of his shirt like they were drowning all over again. “Emery?” he gasped. “What—”

Emery hushed him as he fell to coughing again.

“God—” James croaked.

Emery pressed him back against the sand. “Just lay back,” he soothed, unable to disguise his panic as he stroked James’ salt-stiff hair from his eyes. “Can you breathe now?”

James nodded, collapsing back against the beach. “You’re well? We’re safe?”

Emery glanced around. Their safety was yet to be determined, but James needn’t worry himself on that account just yet.

“Everything is fine,” he repeated firmly. “You rest, and I’ll sort us out.”

James gave him a fumbling pat on the knee, his eyes already falling closed again. “And The Achillean? Is she safe?”

“She’s fine,” Emery said, catching his hand.

The storm hadn’t been nearly so rough as to capsize a ship of her bearing, had it? Emery had no idea, but he hadn’t seen her wreck, so he would cling to what optimism he could.

With a sigh of relief, James dropped back into unconsciousness. His breaths were still staggered, wheezing with every inhale, but he no longer seemed in danger of drowning on dry land. Keeping hold of his hand, Emery checked his pulse and his temperature, which were both within an acceptable range, as far as he could tell, and keenly watched the rise and fall of his chest. When all seemed well, and with James’ eyes flickering behind his lids in dreams, Emery finally gave in to his own weariness and fell back against the sand to watch the clouds. They thinned in wisps, like a dry brush dragging paint across a canvas. When the last of them cleared, if James was still deeply asleep—for he had needed a good rest even before plunging overboard in his terrible rescue attempt—then Emery would explore their surroundings and find out where, exactly, they had washed ashore.

* * *
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THE IMAGE OF AN ANCIENT tree flashed red against the inside of Emery’s eyelids for a split second as he blinked awake. Before he could remember whether he had been dreaming, he found himself looking up at an enormous bird whose pointed beak was held treacherously close to Emery’s face. The tree’s image scattered from his startled mind as he stared into the creature’s round, unblinking eyes. It seemed to be trying to work out what to make of Emery just as much as Emery was trying to figure out what to make of the bird.

“Hello,” said Emery.

The bird had long, slender legs and an equally long and slender neck, pale pink feathers that ended in black tips along the edges of its wings, and a striped beak. Five, if not six feet tall; Emery was unable to make a solid guess when he was supine to the bird’s standing position. Undoubtedly a wading bird, perhaps some species of stork—Emery glanced behind it to note a flock of its fellows milling around in the shallows—and completely unafraid of humans.

Sitting up slowly, Emery held out one hand, as one might offer to a dog for introductions. The bird bobbed closer, gently taking Emery’s finger in its beak, which was thick and straight and apparently made for stabbing. Hopefully it was more interested in spearing fish or small lizards than adult humans. It seemed more curious than hungry, and released the digit easily enough when Emery withdrew his hand.

“Marvellous,” Emery murmured, carefully rising to his feet and reaching out to stroke the bird’s back. The bird glanced at him, ruffling its wings, but didn’t otherwise object. “You’ve never seen a person before, have you?”

The bird blinked, then twisted its long neck around to preen under its wings, revealing a flash of butter-yellow feathers underneath the rose.

Emery could barely contain his excitement. If it was true that the coast’s animal inhabitants were unaccustomed to human company, then it was a naturalist’s dream. An entire ecosystem, untouched and unseen by human hands or eyes! It was a shame about going overboard and almost drowning, doubly so that he had brought James along with him, but the island would undoubtedly prove worth those trials.

“You don’t mind staying put a moment, do you?” Emery asked James’ sleeping figure. “I won’t be gone long. I just want to take a quick look around. For security reasons, you know. And I really ought to find some fresh drinking water, if nothing else.”

James didn’t stir.

“All right then. Just don’t die before I come back.”

Shucking off his sodden boots and waistcoat, Emery left his clothes to dry under the sun and hopefully reassure James when he woke that Emery was planning to return. Clad only in a loose white shirt and wet breeches that clung uncomfortably to his thighs, Emery brushed himself free of sand and set off in giddy exploration.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE RUBY BEACH
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Despite his worry over James’ condition and the fact that they had lost The Achillean—or that The Achillean had lost them, depending on one’s point of view—Emery soon became distracted by his surroundings with his newly acquainted bird friend bobbing along leisurely at his side. They were on an island, as far as Emery could tell, and not a very large one, at that. He didn’t want to leave James too long, but he could make an educated guess at the island’s size and nature without walking the entire perimeter. The beach stretched inland a short distance before giving way to a sheer cliff face that blocked the rest of the island’s interior. But tropical birds called from further in, their cries bright and raucous, tempting Emery to abandon his path and go exploring the cliffs. If Emery had arrived on the shore alone, he would have given into temptation without much of a fight. But there was James to consider, and he wouldn’t appreciate being left unconscious on a foreign beach just so Emery could assuage his curiosity.

So, Emery contained himself. It was no great hardship, as the beach was fascinating in its own right. Rather than the bright white sand of the tropical beaches with which Emery was familiar, the island’s sand was dusky pink, and when he dug his toes into it, the layers of sediment below the surface sparkled red and purple like rubies. Enchanted, Emery dropped to his knees to investigate. Besides the colour, the sand behaved as he would expect of normal sand: dry on top and dense and cool and wet beneath. Beside him, the bird scratched at the sand like a dog. Emery was infinitely charmed.

Following the line where the water met the beach, rushing in before pulling back like the inexorable rhythm of in- and ex-halation, Emery drank in the view like the beauty of the world alone could sustain him. The cliff face was black stone and seemed sculpted of many great, smooth lines like candle wax, and more rocks of the same make sat around its base like monuments, dotted with blue and emerald lizards and white seabirds that watched Emery with lazily curious expressions. Emery wanted to approach the cliff in order to examine the stone in more detail—were there fossils preserved in its face? he could scarcely imagine such treasures—but he limited himself to the beach proper. It would be all too easy to get distracted by the natural phenomena surrounding him and lose hours of the day to exploration, and poor James would be terribly annoyed.

But the fates, perhaps to reward Emery’s restraint, took pity on him and offered up a great swath of stone directly in his path. Though stationary, it seemed to ripple from the cliff like a river, curving in serpentine arcs over the pink, getting gradually wider and flatter until it disappeared under the surf.

“Oh, fascinating,” Emery breathed, and hurried over to it, the bird following at a more sedate pace.

Up close, the rock appeared to pour over the sand in layers, like thick honey folding over itself. It was glossy black, shining in the sun like onyx, and its texture was smooth as glass and infinitely pleasing to the touch. Emery climbed it, using its natural folds and ridges as steps, and when he reached the top some four feet off the sand, he planted his hands on his hips to survey the cliffs. The rock was hot under his bare feet, hotter than the sand which was cooled by the water, though not yet so hot as to burn. Emery had no doubt that under the noonday sun, the heat would become intolerable.

“I reckon you could tell me any number of stories about this place if you could speak,” he said to the bird, which seemed disinclined to follow him onto the rock. “Were you here when this happened? A magnificent volcanic eruption spewing lava across the beach?”

The bird looked up at him and ruffled its wings again.

“I wish I could have seen it. What a spectacle it must have been.”

The bird seemed doubtful. With a sigh, Emery hopped down from the rock formation to head back the way he had come. His footprints wound along the coast, a glittering ruby path through the pink.

“I suppose it would be a bit much to ask you to appreciate the wonder of nature’s design when it’s your home being flattened by lava. And I suppose James will have a similar opinion to yours, when he finds out. Of all the people with whom to be stranded...”

But of course, there was no one with whom Emery would rather be stranded, island paradise or no. James was his best friend and had been a stalwart constant in his life since university, and his company—even when he was unconscious, even when he really would have been better off staying aboard his ship—made things infinitely more bearable.

“A pity you can’t give me a tour of the place,” Emery said to the bird. “You must know all the ins and outs of the island. I don’t imagine you’re confined to the shallows. What do you say? Do you feel up to showing me around?”

The bird stared at him.

“Or just leading me to a fresh spring?” Emery tried. “There must be something around here to drink.”

The bird stared a second longer before taking wing in a rush of feathers, long legs dangling as it launched into the air. Its wingbeats drafted hot air over Emery’s face as the bird laboriously hefted itself higher, skimming the very top of the cliff before disappearing over the far side. Though Emery very much wanted to give chase and see what waited over the cliff, he restrained himself for James’ sake.

“If you were trying to show me something, we’re both out of luck,” he informed the now-absent bird. “I can’t possibly leave James long enough to go rock-climbing up a cliff and back again.”

But before he could retrace his steps along the beach to where he had left his companion, the bird returned, winging its way back down to the sand. Landing, it shook out its wings before staring expectantly at Emery, a round, blush-coloured fruit held in its beak.

“I knew there had to be something more to this island than rock!” Inching closer to the bird, Emery held out one hand. “May I?”

The bird allowed Emery to approach and take the fruit from its beak without snapping or clubbing him with its wings.

“I must say, you’re much better-natured than any of the swans or geese I met back in England,” Emery told the bird conversationally as he turned the fruit over in his hands.

It was the size of a large mango, with skin a gradient of green at one end where the fruit had been plucked from its tree, turning to orange before warming to a bright coral pink at the other. The skin was thick and waxy all over, and dimpled like it had been beaten into shape with a tiny hammer. As with everything else on the island, it was baked warm from the sun. Digging his fingernails into the green end, Emery tore a chunk of the skin away and was rewarded with a burst of bright, clear juice running over his fingers. Lifting the fruit to his mouth, he licked the juice and found it sweet and tangy. Not as refreshing as water, considering the heat and the salt of the ocean still clinging to him, but delicious all the same, and offering a much-needed sugar-boost to keep his energy from flagging. The meat was a dense and gelatinous texture, a shocking pink that caught the light like a diamond, the juice sparkling where it ran over Emery’s knuckles.

“Thank you. I appreciate it very much, and I’m sure James will, too. Perhaps I can dry some seeds and take them with us when we go.”

To keep himself from devouring the rest of the fruit on the spot, Emery dropped it down the front of his shirt, tying up the bottom of the fabric in a tight bow so that it acted as a makeshift sling to hold the fruit in place while leaving Emery’s hands free.

Emery made his way back to James’ spot on the beach in good spirits, pausing here and there to take note of the basking lizards, or darting into the shallows to get nearer the flocks of birds, which tolerated his presence with haughty indifference.

James was awake when Emery returned, laying propped up on his elbows and looking around with a frown. Like Emery, he had shed his waterlogged boots; unlike Emery, he had stripped out of his shirt as well, leaving himself bare-chested and glistening, his dark tan gleaming gold under the morning sun. The sight caused Emery to miss a step, but thankfully, James didn’t see it.

“Here I am!” Emery called when he had recovered, picking his way more carefully over the sand to join him.

When he drew nearer, he found that James had scratched a sprawling tree into the beach, dark red lines against the pink. Its branches twisted out wide like a nest of serpents. For an instant the image seemed strangely threatening, but then a wave reached over and washed it away in gentle white foam.

“I thought it safe to leave you for a short time,” Emery said, shaking that moment of unease from his mind. “How do you feel?”

“Like I’ve lost my ship,” James said flatly. “Where are we? Did you find anything of note?”

“A great many things! Unfortunately, I can’t say where we are. I suspect that according to your maps, we’re nowhere at all, which makes our discovery all the more impressive! Now, I see you scowling, and I agree: it’s most unfortunate that we’ve managed to lose The Achillean. But I’ve seen no evidence of a wreck, and if you hadn’t jumped into the water after me, you would probably be sailing quite contentedly on smooth seas by now. I’m sure The Achillean and her crew are just fine.”

“I couldn’t leave you to drown. What were you even doing on deck in that storm? Your sea legs are unsteady at the best of times.”

“Yes, well. It’s a mistake I won’t make twice. Assuming I ever set foot on a boat again, that is.”

“We’ll be rescued.” James’ tone brooked no argument.

Emery raised his hands in surrender.

A second of silence passed.

“Emery.”

“Hm?”

“Do you realise you’re being shadowed by an enormous bird?”

“Oh, yes! Allow me to introduce you. I don’t know the species, which, I don’t have to tell you how exciting that is, but it’s been a magnificent companion. Here, hold out your hand and say hello.”

James did, mistrustfully. The bird looked him up and down before deciding that he was apparently not worth investigating.

“Well, perhaps one human’s much the same as another to it. Don’t take offense.”

“Maybe having met you, it’s done with all of us,” James said. “Now, tell me about where we’ve ended up. You think it’s undiscovered?”

“It seems so! Undiscovered and, to my eye, wholly uninhabited save for its animals, which are remarkable in their own right. And there’s a volcano at the centre, I believe. A recently active one, at that.” Emery barrelled on without pausing for breath, wilfully misinterpreting James’ sound of outrage as one of keen interest. “I think the island is shaped like a bundt cake-pan, with the cliffs forming the outer walls, and the volcano a mountain in the middle. You see these rock formations? They’re all extrusive igneous rocks, formed from rapidly-cooled lava in the open air. You see how shiny they are? Obsidian! The volcano must have erupted within the last few decades, and I bet if we dug deeper, we’d find evidence of such activity on a regular basis. Going back millennia, most likely.”

“Do your rocks suggest that another such eruption is imminent?” James demanded, struggling upright while waving off Emery’s offer of help.

“Oh, I couldn’t make any such prediction without a much more detailed study of it. But, you may be assured that if it were to erupt, we should be able to escape without taking too much damage. Its path of destruction seems quite limited; otherwise this place should be a barren rock, and the delightful menagerie of flora and fauna altogether absent.”

James scowled suspiciously at the cliffs, one hand shielding his eyes from the sun. “If you say so.”

Emery gave him a comforting pat on the shoulder. “The chances of it spewing up lava before we’re rescued are minimal. We’re much more likely to encounter a venomous snake, or accidentally partake of some poisonous plant, or spoiled water.”

James heaved a sigh and dropped his hand. “Let’s try to avoid any such scenarios, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course, of course.” Emery sidled up alongside him. “Tell me really, though: how are you? You took quite a bit of water into your lungs, and I’m no physic, but that’s a reliable way of coming down with pneumonia, and I wouldn’t know how to treat it out here in the middle of nowhere.”

“I’m bruised and battered, but I’ll live.” James took a deep breath, then winced, one hand pressed to his chest. “My lungs will clear; it’s not the first time I’ve swallowed seawater the wrong way. My ribs, however, feel like someone’s taken a sledgehammer to them.”

“Ah, yes. I suppose falling overboard will do that, won’t it?” Emery lied, though he gave James’ chest a gentle and apologetic pat at the same time.

“I suppose it will,” said James, regrettably retrieving his shirt from the sand and donning it once more, despite the damp material.

As the sun climbed ever higher in the sky, the pleasant tropical warmth turned to blazing heat. Together, the two of them made their way along the beach, scouring the area for somewhere to take shelter.

“I didn’t see any breaks in the cliffs, but there look to be plenty of nooks in the rocks to give us decent shade,” Emery suggested, keeping pace at James’ elbow, not entirely trusting the man to keep his feet under him so soon after drowning.

“I’d prefer it if we could build some scant shelter on the beach itself,” James said, frowning as he looked up and down the cliff face. “Your talk of volcanoes and strange animals hasn’t filled me with confidence in regards to exploring any caves in the area.”

“We could search the beach for driftwood to make a lean-to against the cliff,” Emery agreed, “but we haven’t got any sailcloth or palm fronds or anything else for a tent, and it would be awfully hard work even if we did find anything to use. I know you’re well accustomed to labouring through the heat of the day, but you’re not in top form, and if you collapse from heatstroke, I can’t promise that those lizards will leave you alone. And I’m certainly not capable of fighting them off should they show an interest, so take that into account when you make your decision.”

James’ mouth twisted to one side before he admitted defeat in the face of Emery’s logic. “Fine. Find us some nook or cranny that can shelter us from the sun and the lizards both.”
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CHAPTER THREE: THE CLIFFSIDE
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Delighted at being given permission to explore the cliffs, no matter how superficially, Emery scrambled up over the lava rocks and past the lizards, which flicked their blue tongues in lazy disinterest, to come right up against the cliff face. As he had hoped, it was dotted with the most fascinating fossils. Emery could have happily lost days studying them, those delicate records of past lives: flowers and fish and little sea creatures like corals or anemones, reptile scales and bird feathers and all manner of tiny insects preserved in shiny black stone like a cluttered drawer of forgotten museum specimens. He patted himself down, mindlessly searching for his reading glasses, before realising he must have left them in his cabin. For the best: one less thing lost at sea.

But with or without glasses, there was no time to study the fossils. Making a mental note to return before they were rescued, Emery focused on finding a cave that would serve to shelter them. It needed to be deep enough that the sun couldn’t reach her fingers in to catch them, large enough that they wouldn’t be pressed together and made to suffer each other’s body heat, but not so large that it risked housing some unknown animal that might take umbrage at their intrusion. Though there were gaps along the bottom of the cliffs that they could simply walk into, Emery assumed that James would prefer something higher up, so as to distance himself from the lizards.

“I found one!” Emery called over his shoulder. “It looks quite comfortable, all things considered.”

James climbed up the rocks to join him, peering dubiously into the cave in question. “I suppose it will do.”

“You’re dripping sweat just from taking a stroll along the beach. Beggars can’t be choosers, so it will have to do.”

James grunted, which Emery took as acquiescence.

“After you,” he said gallantly, gesturing into the cave.

“After you, I think,” James countered, still regarding the cave with suspicion.

“Throwing me to the lions, are we?” Emery asked cheerfully, but still made his way to the lip of the cave.

There probably weren’t any lions in the vicinity. The island seemed too small to house any considerable population of large carnivorous mammals, though Emery was happy to be proven wrong.

The cave was situated some feet above the rock where they stood, the floor of the cave at about eye level, but reached easily enough via footholds in the stone. Emery hauled himself up with more effort than he would have liked, his limbs still shaky from having spent so long in the water, even if he had fared better than James. From the rocks on the beach, the bird watched his ascent as if quietly pitying his lack of wings before it took flight and rejoined its fellows in the shallows. Emery hoped they would be reacquainted before departing the island; the bird had been good company, and besides which, Emery was intensely curious about the level of intelligence it displayed. On par with the corvid family, unless it was mere coincidence that it had brought Emery that fruit when he was hungry. What Emery wouldn’t give to stay a while longer and study the place properly.

But he wasn’t on a research trip, and he had more pressing matters than avian intelligence demanding his attention. Sitting at the edge of the cave with his legs dropping down, Emery gave the place a cursory examination before determining it adequate. It was deeper than it was wide and sloped down at the back, but was empty of life and therefore as good a spot as either of them could ask for. Swinging his legs into the cave so he could lay flat on his belly, Emery reached down to James to offer him a hand.

James’ ribs were clearly hurting him, but he made it into the cave in one piece. He looked more tired than Emery had ever seen him, his hair tangled and falling into his eyes, which were in the habit of drifting out of focus like he was falling asleep standing up.

“What do you think?” Emery asked, sitting back up. “Does it meet your needs?”

“It’ll do,” James said, pressing his back against the cave wall and stretching his legs out in front of him with a wince and a groan.

“Tell you what,” Emery said, trying and failing to not feel overly concerned about his friend’s state, “you stay here, and I’ll go collect some of that driftwood we were talking about to build a little fire and see if we can’t attract the attention of some passing ship. I’ll make it down there on the beach so we can keep an eye on it.”

“You were the one just talking about heatstroke.”

“Yes, but someone should try to signal a ship, and I’m the fitter of the two of us, for once. In any other circumstance, you know I’d be happy to let you take on whatever manner of physical labour arose, but not today.”

“You’re not that much fitter than me,” James objected. “Wait for the worst of the heat to pass. It will cool off towards evening and neither of us will risk dropping dead in the sand.”

“Fine.” Emery settled against the opposite wall from James, mirroring his position and twining his fingers together in his lap. After a moment of fidgeting which James was obviously doing his best to ignore, Emery admitted, “I’m not very good at sitting still and waiting.”

“I know.” James tipped his head back and closed his eyes.

“So, I’ll just have a poke around the cave and see what else is in here. You rest your eyes. We’ll go back to the beach in the evening, as you said.”

“What is there to poke around in? Can’t you see the whole cave from where you’re sitting?” James asked, no longer resting his eyes at all.

“There’s that bit near the back where it slopes down a little. I don’t have any reason to believe that it reaches beyond the obvious wall that we can see, but there’s no harm in looking.”

James turned his glare from Emery to the apparent back wall of the cave. “You mean to tell me that you don’t actually know how big this cave is or what might be in it?”

Emery decided not to point out that the lack of knowledge was what made the circumstance so thrilling. “We needed to get out of the sun, and we have. We can’t possibly get lost in a cave if we stay sitting right by the entrance, and there’s no evidence of animal habitation here. We’re as safe as we can possibly be on an unexplored island, and there’s really no reason at all to panic.”

“I’m not panicking,” James growled.

Emery waved him off, glancing out of the cave and down to the beach. “Another benefit to staying up here is that high tide won’t reach us. And I haven’t had the chance to explore the entire perimeter of the island, but what parts I did see didn’t show anywhere else to take refuge from the water. So, it’s just as well that we’re here.”

Frowning, James studied the shoreline. “High tide shouldn’t reach anywhere near us.”

“You don’t think so? We’re not that far above sea level.”

“If we’re still in the Caribbean as I believe we are, then it should only be the difference of a few centimetres. Twenty or thirty at most, I should say. We’re coming up on low tide now.”

“And you have very good reason to believe that we’re in the Caribbean?”

“Do you have reason to believe we’re not? Our last position put us just south of Puerto Rico.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” Emery replied. “We could be anywhere from Brazil to Florida, for all I know.”

“We’re nowhere near that far north or south,” James said assuredly.

“All right. If you’re confident in our relative safety, what do you say to a nap? Because I’m exhausted, and I’d very much like to pass out until it cools down.”

“We haven’t got any provisions.” James looked ill at ease at the thought of making camp, however rudimentary, without procuring rations first.

“Ah! In all the excitement of finding ourselves a cave, I forgot to tell you.” Emery dug the fruit, now somewhat squashed, out of his shirt. Beaming proudly, he presented it to James, who looked simultaneously curious and judgemental. “Our bird friend brought me a present.”

James seemed about to ask a whole host of questions, only to visibly swallow them at the last second. He nodded instead. “And it’s edible?”

“Very! It’s delicious. Here, have a bite.”

Leaning forward, James took a careful nibble of the fruit from Emery’s hands, the juice coating his lips and running down his chin in glossy rivers. Emery held very still to prevent his fingers from slipping against the fruit’s rind and touching James’ sticky skin.

“Good?” he asked faintly.

James hummed and sat back, wiping his mouth with the back of his arm and leaving a sparkling streak of juice along his forearm, caught in the fine blond hairs there. “Good,” he confirmed. “Have you got any more?”

“Unfortunately, no. The bird fetched it from over the cliffs, and we’re in no state to go climbing after it right now. But this place hosts such an array of life that finding food and fresh water should be a simple thing. We’re not in immediate danger of starvation or dehydration, so I vote for a rest, and then everything else in a few hours.”

“This isn’t a democracy.”

“You’re not a captain right now,” Emery pointed out. “You haven’t even got a ship.”

James scowled.

“I’m sure you’ll have The Achillean back before you know it,” Emery amended. “But while we’re on dry land, I call authority. You can have it back when we’re at sea again.”

“Fine,” James said shortly. “And maybe next time, you’ll actually listen to me when I tell you to get below deck in a storm.”

“Out of the two of us, you’re the one who intentionally threw himself overboard.”

James seemed to physically restrain himself from arguing. “Get some rest,” he finally bit out, settling himself against the cave wall.

Emery stretched out on the floor, his head by the opposite wall and his feet by James’ knees. Both were silent for a moment, the cave filled with nothing but the rhythm of their breaths, interrupted occasionally by a cough from James’ half-drowned lungs. Finally, Emery nudged him with one toe.

“James.”

James ignored him. Emery poked him again.

“What.”

“Are you angry with me?”

Holding his breath, bottom lip worried by his teeth, Emery waited. When James didn’t answer, he said quietly, “I’m sorry you’re here with me. But I’m glad for the company all the same.”

Reaching down, James settled one hand—broad-palmed, with callous-roughened fingertips—carefully over Emery’s bare ankle. “Get some rest,” he repeated.

Emery folded his hands over his chest and let his eyes fall closed. James’ touch burned like a brand against his skin, too hot in the tropical midday, even in the cave’s shade. But it was a thrilling kind of heat in contrast to the stifling, sweaty heat of the climate, and Emery felt no inclination to shake him off. Anchored thus, Emery dropped into sleep and dreamt of fruit juice shining like diamonds on gold-tanned, sweat-slicked skin. As his dreams became more fragmented, a broad-crowned tree unfurled ruby leaves across his mind, serpentine branches covering his consciousness from one end to the other, swallowing every other dream until he was so deeply asleep that he couldn’t dream at all.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER FOUR: THE TIDAL CAVES
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Emery woke that evening to the brisk lapping of saltwater against his cheek. Bolting upright, it took him a disoriented second to confirm that he wasn’t drowning amid the ocean waves, but the reality was equally disconcerting.

“James!” Crawling to his side on hands and knees, Emery smacked his shoulder until he woke. “James, our cave is flooding.”

James was alert in an instant, looking out of the cave mouth to the beach below. Except there was no beach to be seen. The ocean had swelled to an incredible height over the course of the afternoon, and though the entrance to their cave was a good nine feet above the sand, water rolled into it in lazy waves, retreating to a mere handspan below the lip before advancing once more. James swore, looking wild-eyed.

“Not the Caribbean after all, then,” Emery said, inching away from the mouth and tugging James back with him.

“We must be closer to the Americas,” James said. “Panama has tides that reach up to sixteen feet. If the water keeps rising—” He shook off Emery’s grasp and returned to the cave entrance, clinging to one wall for balance as he craned his neck to look up the cliff face above them. “Can we climb?”

“There aren’t enough footholds in this part; I checked when I first climbed up. Anyway, we don’t know how high the water’s going to reach.”

“We can’t stay here. We’ll drown.”

“We’ll drown if we try to climb the cliff,” Emery countered. “We’ll both slip and fall and then we’ll be dead.”

James eyed the rising water grimly. “We’ll swim, then.”

“I have an alternative option.”

James looked at Emery like he expected him to solve their entire predicament, even though it was Emery’s fault they were there in the first place.

“You know how I said the cave probably ends at that back wall there?”

“Yes,” James said with forced calm. “I remember.”

“Well, I actually think it goes considerably further. And if we follow it far enough, we can outrun the water until the tide recedes.”

Grabbing James by the wrist, Emery dragged him to the back of the cave where the floor narrowed and sloped into a short downward tunnel.

James balked at the sight. “This is a terrible plan.”

“I’m doing my best with what we have!”

Not allowing himself room for doubt, Emery pushed James down the slope before sliding after him, flinging a half-formed prayer in their wake. The descent was brief but no less heartstopping for it, the tunnel levelling out after five or six feet into a broad, flattish area with a number of new pathways branching out in several directions like a rabbit warren. The stone walls were smooth and rounded. Emery didn’t have nearly enough information to calculate them a safe route with any confidence, but he wasn’t about to admit that to James and add further stress to their situation.

“The good news is that there’s plenty of space for the water to go,” Emery offered.

“You’ve trapped us underground in a flood.”

“Technically we’re still above ground, but— Yes, all right, I take your point.”

Another wave of water rolled in behind them, cascading down the slope like a waterfall and obscuring what little light dared reach so far into the cave.

“We should have explored the entire beach and found higher ground out there,” James said through his teeth.

“I will admit to having miscalculated,” Emery said, scrambling deeper into the cave, “but I don’t recall you having any better ideas at the time.”

“My better idea was don’t go into the cave.”

“We’d have drowned.”

“We would have swum,” James corrected testily, keeping pace at Emery’s heels.

“You’re the one always going on about the dangers of the ocean. You’re really suggesting that we should have braved a rising tide on a strange island?”

“A rising tide has a finite number of ways to kill you. An unexplored cave system on an island filled with alien flora and fauna, on the other hand—”

“I do enjoy your pessimism,” Emery said with forced levity, continuing his forward march on hands and knees.

James was right, of course. Cave exploration had the potential for disaster at the best of times, even when the cave was fully mapped. Cave exploration in unknown territory, when that cave was flooding, and when they had no way to mark their path, or even any rope: that was tantamount to suicide. But they had no choice now but to go forward. The water rushing in behind them snapped at their ankles, daring them to slow down or cling to caution and let the waves take hold of them. Emery tried to take the safest path whenever possible, always heading for the wider tunnel, or whichever one veered upward in the hope that the water would drain away from it and leave them safe and dry.

“Worst-case scenario,” he said, tucking himself into a bowl-shaped alcove in the side of one rising tunnel as he reached down to grasp James’ forearms and haul him up alongside him, “is that we’ll have to camp here a while until low tide when the water runs back and we can find our way out again. The cave was dry when we first entered it. I imagine this flooding is a twice-daily ritual, and we only had the bad luck of stumbling into it unawares. In fact, it was most likely the water that carved these tunnels in the first place, eroding the stone a millimetre at a time over however many thousands of years. It’s a work of art, really.”

“You’ll forgive me if I can’t appreciate it just now,” James said, pressing himself into the alcove and his shoulder against Emery’s side.

“Maybe one day you’ll be able to look back on it fondly.”

“I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you.”

“Hopefully we won’t have to.”

The water churned below them in a river, but no longer threatened to rise. It had dispersed among the myriad tunnels of the cave system, gradually slowing and calming as the tide reached its zenith. The river stilled, sloshing against the walls in gentle rhythm like the breaths of some huge creature, and James and Emery let out a sigh of relief to match.

“That wasn’t so bad,” Emery said tentatively, glancing at James.

“Was it not.”

“It could have been worse?”

“What’s going to be worse is getting out of here again. We didn’t have any way to mark our route, and I remember most of it, but not confidently enough to bet our lives.”

“If we head back to the beach, we’re going to run into the same problem again in another twelve hours,” Emery pointed out. “Unless you’re banking on being rescued before the next high tide.”

James pinched the bridge of his nose, brow crumpled in resignation. “You want to keep going further into the caves.”

Going forward felt correct in a way Emery couldn’t articulate. The allure of exploration drew him, but something else, something stronger and less defined, urged him forward too, like a promise whispered in some long-lost language. James wouldn’t accept exploration or undefined magnetism as valid reasons to continue. Emery knew better than to try to coax him with the former, and the latter, he could scarcely justify to himself, never mind to anyone else.

But Emery had other, better arguments to back his case.

“If my theory about the island is correct, which, by the way, I’m of the utmost confidence that it is, then these tunnels should open up to the inner island where we’ll find all manner of tropical vegetation and fresh water to sustain the variety of life we’ve seen so far. That bird had to get the fruit from somewhere, and it certainly wasn’t growing out of the sand.”

“Yes, I remember you comparing the isle to a bundt cake-pan. I also remember you talking about an active volcano. And you may accuse me of lacking the adventurous spirit inherent to you naturalists, but I would rather face another high tide than an eruption of lava.”

“An understandable sentiment, though I seriously doubt it’s a very large volcano, or a very dangerous one.”

“Even the least dangerous volcano is a volcano I don’t want to deal with,” James said with an air of finality.

“I promise not to let you get swept away by lava.”

James sighed. “I can’t persuade you to return to the beach?”

“If you really thought it was a good idea, you would be ordering me back with you instead of asking.” Emery nudged his shoulder against James’. “Trust me,” he said quietly. “I saw the bird fly over the cliff. I know there’s something on the other side.”

James was a solid mass pressed up against Emery, all heat and muscle, a stalwart immovable object to Emery’s chaotic unstoppable force.

“Lead on, then,” James said finally. “Get us to the other side of these cliffs.”

Dropping from their little alcove back into the tunnel proper, they trod along on hands and knees as the water began to recede. In a relatively short amount of time it drained from the tunnel entirely, leaving the black stone of the cave shiny and wet, but no longer flooded. The water’s retreat came as a relief, the crushing urgency of the situation retreating along with it, though Emery remained aware of James’ anxiety. He radiated stress, every line of his body humming with tension, his jaw set hard enough to look painful.

“Have you got any sense of how far we have to go?” James gritted out.

“It’s like that riddle. How far can you walk into a forest? Halfway: after that you’re walking out of it.”

“That’s not an answer. I’ve got no sense of space or distance in here,” James complained. “On the open water my accuracy is second to none, but in a place like this—”

“That’s why you’ve got me. Absolutely useless on a boat, but if you drop me in any sort of wilderness, I can guarantee to keep us on track. And look! There’s light ahead.”

Light slanted into the tunnel from above, glancing off the cave walls and illuminating the rock from every angle. Emery crawled towards it eagerly, following the tunnel’s incline to the opening, which he prayed would be wide enough to fit through. An arm’s-length behind him, James did the same, hurrying towards the fresh air and the gold evening light. The tunnel turned up steeply, long enough and at enough of a drastic angle for Emery to stand upright before it opened like a window at chest-level to reveal the island’s inner sanctum.

Resting his hands against the smooth lip of the cave’s opening, Emery drew an awed breath. “James,” he whispered. “James, it’s beautiful.”

James struggled to his feet beside him, jostling for space until he too could gaze out the window into the island’s depths.

“Oh,” he said softly.

A tropical paradise stretched out before them, every shade of green, blue, and yellow reaching up towards the setting sun. Bright dots of pink and white and purple flowers flashed amid the greenery, and great black rocks jutted out of the foliage like the bodies of sleeping animals. Butterflies and dragonflies flickered through the air, their metallic bodies catching the last rays of the sun, and birdcalls chorused from the treetops, singing their dusk songs. Leaning out of the cave, hands braced sturdily against its edge, Emery studied where they might make a path to descend into the island’s heart. Lush vegetation crowded in on all sides around the cave mouth, and sloped steeply into a valley whose far side was equally verdant, and which swept up into a mountain at what was presumably the very centre of the entire island. The whole shape of the thing was very much as Emery had originally theorised: exactly that of a bundt cake-pan.

“Is that your volcano?” James asked in a hushed tone, either in awe at the beauty laid out before him or from fear of waking the slumbering mountain.

Emery chose to believe it was the former. “I believe so. And look: you see how the trees and ferns have grown all the way up its slopes? You should take that as a reassuring sign. If it had erupted in recent years, the island wouldn’t be flourishing anywhere near this degree.”

There were glossy rivers of obsidian flowing down the mountainside, carving thick swaths through the greenery to map in stone the lava’s past paths—seemingly contained, as they had been on the beach—but Emery hoped that James might take them for the earth’s exposed bones rather than something that had solidified on top of it.

Thankfully, James had fixed on a different concern. “The trees and ferns look years old. Does that mean it’s due for another eruption any time soon?”

“I really don’t know,” Emery said lightly, hoisting himself onto the window’s edge to drop his legs down the other side. “But it’s hardly going to cause a mass extinction event, in any case. This whole island would be barren of life if it were anywhere near as violent as what you’re imagining. So, come on. We only have an hour of light left, and I want to see everything I can.”
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