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Prologue






A journal by Victoria Anne Dearbourne, 1850


January 17


Today is the third day of our time here. Mother, Miss Scott, and I survived the wreck of the Serendipity and drifted in a leaky lifeboat to a deserted isle somewhere in south Oceania. Becalmed for weeks, we’d been unable to escape the approaching typhoon season. Mother said it was as though we’d been held in place for the storm.


When the timbers began to break, the sailors scurried—like rats, all of them—to abandon the ship and every one of us. One crashed into Mother—he didn’t even hesitate when she fell into the lifeboat from the height of the deck. Her back was separated and her arm was shattered as well. But she is strong, and I am convinced if we find help, she will recover.


We have not yet found Father. I looked up through the rain and foam and spied him atop the deck, a child in his arms. With the next crack of lightning, the deck was gone. Is it wrong for me to wish he’d left the children screaming down below and escaped? The vile crew did. It doesn’t matter what I wish—he never would have left them.


It was this morning that we received a windfall of supplies from the sea. Mother whispered to me that it is the hand of Fate that brought us these gifts, though Miss Scott says it’s only a repeating current—the same that brought us here (Mother has said that though Camellia Scott is only in her twenties, she is very wise, and so I don’t know which version I wish to accept).


Miss Scott and I hauled ashore several trunks, a cask of much needed water, a paddle, and other various goods. Among the trunks, we found the captain’s footlocker, and inside was an empty log and a bottle of ink. Miss Scott bade me record our time here.


She probably believes if I am occupied so, I won’t be able to see the misery that has befallen us. But I have, and even as I cared for Mother and wrote, I still saw the two bodies that floated in with our bounty. The sea had done awful, awful things to them.


I know Miss Scott dragged them to the edge of the jungle and buried them, because I see the tracks in the sand and her palms blistered from the paddle handle. Miss Scott has only been with us for a short time, and I know she wants to spare us any harshness. But I hope she would tell me if one of the deceased was Father.


January 18


Last night was the first night Mother cried. She tried to be strong, but the pain was too great. Rain began to drizzle and the wind gusted. Miss Scott found flints in the lifeboat and tried time after time to light a fire. It was hopeless, but I think it took her mind from the situation. By the time she’d given up and fallen asleep where she knelt, her hands were sliced and ragged.


Mother told me I must help Miss Scott because “she is so very young for such an important charge.”


January 19


I see how much I’ve written and worry that one log will not be enough, but Miss Scott predicted we will be rescued well before I run out of paper.


Later in the day, she found a map in one of the trunks and tried to determine our location, sending me to look for firewood on the beach despite the fact that we have no fire. When I returned, both she and Mother seemed resigned to staying here for some time. We must be far away from civilization. Though Miss Scott and I beg her, Mother has stopped taking her share of what little water we have left.


January 20


Last night I dreamt of Father, of him laughing with Mother and me, of him patiently teaching me to fish or tie knots. Father’s laugh is wonderful, hearty because of his barrel chest, and he’s quick to it. He loves Mother so much he looks to burst with it. With each new land we explored, the two would search for creatures, some little beastie never seen before. He always marveled when Mother sketched its exact image, though she’d done it again and again for the articles they published. Then he’d set down her drawing and twirl her around, grab me up under his arm, and proclaim that the three of us were the best team in this hemisphere, at least. And then Miss Scott joined us too, to teach me deportment and sums, and to become Mother’s boon companion. Everything had seemed so perfect.


Luckily, I rose before Mother and Miss Scott because I woke up crying miserably. I dried my eyes, but all throughout the day when I thought of him, I felt just on the verge of tears, my lip trembling and face turning hot, just like the babies I played with on the ship.


Both Miss Scott and Mother tell me each day to be brave, but today they seemed even more insistent. Yet in the afternoon, Mother woke to find me with my head in my hands crying like a little child though I am thirteen!


I told her I didn’t know if I was strong enough to do everything that needed to be done on the island. I know we need to build a shelter. I try to remember everything I’ve learned from our travels, but she and Papa always did the hardest things while I played with whatever children we came upon.


Mother told me that I am indeed strong enough to survive here. She said, “Remember, Tori, diamonds are born of pressure.”


January 21


The deep cuts on Miss Scott’s hands are not healing and are so swollen she can’t close her fingers. I know how dangerous this is in this climate. I did not know I could worry even more than I had been. There’s still no sign of Father, but I have to believe he survived and is even now standing on the bow of some grand ship (bigger than that hateful Serendipity) searching for us.


January 22


I am always dreaming about food and water now that we have so little of both. It drives me to think of ways to get them. Miss Scott wants to go inland to search for a spring or some fruit but fears leaving us alone on the beach or taking me with her into that dark jungle. The sounds at night tell us it’s packed with creatures that we mightn’t want to see.


This afternoon, Mother made me sit beside her. In a solemn voice, she told me that Father might not have lived. Hearing her say that was like a hit to my chest. It wasn’t real until she voiced it. When my tears finally died down, she looked me in the eyes and told me that no matter what, my grandfather would find us. She swore that he wouldn’t stop searching until he brought us home. But I know that he’s too old to journey so far. Mother vowed he will send someone in his stead.


January 22, Afternoon


We have decided that I will go with Miss Scott. The hungrier I get, the less the jungle frightens me. But I have a sense I can’t shake—a heavy feeling that something is happening. I know it, and the back of my neck feels like it’s covered in ants. Something’s about to go wrong.


I almost laugh at the words above. About to go wrong. How much more wrong could our circumstances be?


I glanced over at Mother and saw her urgently whispering to Miss Scott. My mother, who’s always been so sensitive to others’ feelings, was unaware she was squeezing Miss Scott’s ruined hands. Miss Scott winced as she listened, but said nothing.


Am I to lose my father and my mother as well?


Sometimes I feel as if all my fears and sadness are held in check with something as thin as lace. And sometimes I’m tempted to rip the threads open, to tear at my hair and scream so long and loud that I become frightful. That the things I fear will fear me instead.


We leave for the jungle at daybreak.











One




Oceania, 1858




The short relay from the Keveral to the inscrutable island before him reminded Captain Grant Sutherland of the whole bloody voyage: Dooley, his first mate, working tirelessly, his restless eyes darting around even in this small rowboat to find a crisis to forestall. Grant’s crew—wary around their captain, obeying orders quickly out of their fear of him. His cousin, Ian Traywick, reeking of spirits and still—after all the miles and islands they’d covered—drunkenly optimistic of success.


“I have a good feeling about this island.” Ian slapped Grant on the shoulder, then swiped a hand over his bristly face, attempting to smooth the bed linen indentions that still pinkened his skin. Throughout the voyage, Ian had provided what he called “shipboard levity” for a crew commanded by “one cold bastard.” “Mark my slurred words, it’s going to be this one. And as much as you think it won’t be, surely it must.”


Grant scowled at Ian. Reason dictated that Grant begin accepting his failure—this island marked the end of an exhaustive search and was the last in the Solais archipelago. After four months of sailing just to reach the Pacific, they’d spent another three futilely scouring every island in the chain for the Dearbourne family, lost at sea eight years ago.


“And if we find them today,” Dooley added, clapping his weathered hands for emphasis, “we can make a run and dodge us some typhoons.” The old salt was as kind as he was capable and would never rebuke Grant, but Grant knew he’d kept the ship in this region far too long—weeks into the peak storm season.


Both Dooley and Ian were still hopeful that they’d find the Dearbournes. Grant thought hope at this point was an indulgence.


And Grant Sutherland never indulged.


As the boat neared the island and the smell of damp earth and seaweed smothered the brine, Grant’s thoughts turned inward. He scarcely registered the mountain, cloaked in foliage, or the emerald bay guarded by reef. They’d rowed out to search countless times before today, and variations of paradise had greeted them each time.


“Cap’n, what do you think about the north end of the shore?” Dooley asked, pointing out a beach cupped between rock outcroppings.


Grant studied the salt-white beach and, noting the channel through the reefs in front of it, waved them on.


Back into the lulling pattern of inching forward, then pausing after each stroke, Grant peered down through the crystal water. A massive bull shark prowled beneath them. Not surprising—sharks were legion in this area. He hoped that wasn’t how the family had met their end.


Perhaps they had made it to one of these islands only to die of exposure. Little better, that. Grant knew exposure took lives as a cat kills a downed bird, playing with it, never quite extinguishing hope until the last. Yet both scenarios assumed the young family had escaped their foundering ship. Most likely, they’d been pressed against their cabin wall as they watched the water eclipse them.


As the last of eight search parties, Grant’s mission was either to find them or confirm their deaths. He dreaded the inevitable time when he would have to deliver the news—


“Cap’n?” Dooley cried in a strangled voice.


Grant’s head jerked up. “What is it?” Before his eyes, Dooley’s craggy face swelled crimson.


“You ain’t—you just ain’t gonna believe this. Over there! South-southwest.”


Grant trained his eyes in the direction of the man’s periscope. And shot to his feet so hastily that several hands slapped wood to clutch the pitching boat. Speech refused to come.


Finally, somehow, he managed, “I’ll—be—damned.”


A woman ran across the beach, seeming to light over the sand.


“Is it the daughter?” Ian demanded, as he stood as well. He clamped Grant’s shoulder from behind him. “Tell me that isn’t her!”


Grant shook him off. “I…can’t say for certain.” He turned to the oarsmen and barked, “Put your backs into it, men. Come on, then!”


He was just about to shove the smaller sailor away from the starboard oar and take it himself when he spotted something that defied belief. Hair spilled out from under her broad-brimmed hat and swayed down her back. Hair so blond it was white, just like the girl’s in the daguerreotype Victoria Dearbourne’s grandfather had given him.


The closer they got to the beach, the more certain he became. He could more clearly make out her appearance—long legs stretching out as she picked up speed, one slender arm raised and bent to keep the hat atop her head. A tiny bared waist. Grant frowned. Plainly bared.


Victoria Dearbourne. It had to be. Grant’s mind could hardly wrap around the idea of finally finding her. By God, he was going to bring her back to England alive and obviously hale.


They were closing in on the breakers when she caught sight of them. She stopped so suddenly, sand kicked up at her feet and caught on the breeze. Her arm went limp and her hat, forgotten, cartwheeled away.


The boat was close enough now for Grant to see an expression of total bewilderment on her face. He felt the like. In the wind, wild hair blew to her side, or curled around her ear and streamed across her neck like a collar. Thoughts bombarded his head. She’d been a pretty child, but now…


Exceptional. So alive.


She was drawing back.


“Stay there, girl!” Ian called. “Stay put!”


But she continued backing away—getting away—igniting in Grant a frustration like he’d never known. “She can’t hear you over the breakers,” he snapped.


Then Grant witnessed something he knew would be branded forever into his mind. Never slowing, she spun forward with startling agility to sprint from them. He’d never seen a woman run like that.


She ran…fast as hell.


Then she was gone as though the jungle sucked her inside.


“My God,” Ian cried. “Tell me I’m not seeing this.”


Grant wanted to speak, but no words came. After a muted chorus of swearing, the astonished crew looked up at him expectantly.


Never taking his eyes off the spot he’d last seen her, Grant said, “I’ll just go retrieve Victoria now.” And then he was swinging out of the boat and charging through the waves. When he reached the shore, he ran faster, not even pausing at the looming mesh of trees and vines. Grant matched her entrance and followed her to a well-worn path. He caught glimpses of her but couldn’t gain.


Then, she was just before him—holding something to her side—eyes intent. When he got over his shock, he drew a ragged breath to speak. “I’m…Captain…Gr—” The slim muscles in her arms relaxed; Grant heard a whoosh. A branch whipped into his chest, toppling him to the ground. He bellowed in pain, his anger hot and blinding as he pushed himself up. He swung his head around, but couldn’t spot her. Continuing on the trail, he loped with the pain, then picked up speed. All he could hear was his heart pounding in time with his shallow breaths.


He ignored everything as though wearing blinders, seeing only shadows of her as he gained, nearly able to reach her. Just when she came into view and he was about to lunge forward, she put her hand flat on a tree, using it to swing around. Now they were on opposite sides of the thick trunk. He ran to his right, she to hers. He reversed directions; her eyes narrowed in challenge. Then she feinted right, only to go left and hedge around him. He reached out at the last moment to grab her.


Got her. He wanted to howl his triumph.


Until he stared in disbelief as the skirt he clenched in his fist stayed there while she tripped forward. The sound of ripping cloth and her cursing him melded together over his own heavy breaths. He gaped as the worn fabric ripped a swath straight up the side of her thigh to her waist before tearing free. And then she was gone once more. Bloody hell. Bloody, bloody hell!


Anger gave way to frustrated fury. He tore off faster. Catch her. Explain who I am. Put her on the ship. Damn it, just catch her! As he plunged deeper into the jungle, the air grew cloudy with mist. The leaves that slapped at his chest were slick.


A waterfall of mythic size roared into view, the driving water deafening on the black rocks below. Out of the corner of his eye, he spied her white clothing amid the green.


Amid the green, across the rushing river.


“Victoria,” he bellowed. Amazingly, she slowed. “I’m here to rescue you.”


She turned and marched into a clearing. Putting her hands to her mouth, she yelled back at him. The words were incomprehensible over the water. “Bloody hell!” She’d have had no better luck hearing him.


Seeing no way around it, he ran to the bank and dove in, swimming furiously across the sweeping currents. Choking water, scarcely able to breathe, he hauled his big frame onto the opposite shore and staggered forward. He spotted her ahead, but as he returned to an agonizing run, he knew there was no way to catch her, no way to gain. Then he saw it, a chance.


She was following the path—he could cut through the brush separating them and intercept her. He veered left, hurtling a lazy palm, gaining already.


Then, strangely, he saw his feet—above his head. Right before he felt the first punch of earth as he plummeted down a ravine.


Even as he dropped, helpless to stop himself, he knew she’d led him here on purpose. When he caught her…He tumbled one last time and landed on his back so hard, the impact knocked the air from his lungs.


Before he could focus his eyes, she stood over him, prodding his hip with a stick, sunlight through the canopy haloing her hair. She tilted her head. “Why were you trying to catch me?”


He fought for breath, fought to speak, but only managed wheezing sounds. He could see her blond brows knit and her lips part to demand “Why?” once more, but she heard his men crashing toward them. She looked back at him, running her eyes over him, thoroughly, slowly, until she leaned in closer to taunt, “Next time you try to run me down, Sailor, I’ll drop you off a cliff.”


She turned to stride away. He lunged over onto his front and sucked in a roar of air, breathing in the moisture from the plants enmeshing him. Coughing violently, he reached out a hand, wanting to stop her.


But she didn’t look back. An iguana scuttled in her path, hissed at her, and deepened its stripes aggressively. She hissed back and disappeared into a black-green wall of brush.


 


Though she was loath to show it, Tori Dearbourne’s heart hurt from fear as she plunged, arms raised above her, through foliage so thick it was like wading through water. She could hear the band of sailors, hear them hooting and laughing, slashing through the undergrowth behind her. She shuddered. Just like the last batch to land here.


No, at least they’d acted like friends, even saviors, before their heinous attack. Now, this towering giant, with his fierce eyes, hadn’t even waited for the boat to reach shore before he charged like a lion after her, then pawed and ripped at her clothing.


Her fear beckoned worry as well. She just couldn’t afford fear, and Lord knew she should be immune to it by now. Fate had tossed her about so much that that part of her simply should have withered away.


At least she hadn’t appeared as terrified as she was; no, she’d just coldly made sure that if he attempted to cut her off, he’d take a spill for his troubles. She’d yelled a warning. For the tenth time, she told herself he’d chosen his own path.


All she’d planned for this morning was to check a trap in the shallows. A simple, routine chore. She’d been intent on reaching the waterline and rushing back to the canopy, avoiding the burning sun as one would run in from the rain, and hadn’t exactly expected company after so many years….


A rebounding branch slapped at her thigh, startling her with its force, the pain cutting through her thoughts. She looked down to see blood streaming from the slash, staining what was left of the white lawn skirt she wore. Curse it! She might’ve mended it, but she didn’t think the fabric could take another scrubbing before disintegrating.


Forcing herself to slow, she looked back in her wake. She knew better than to leave such a trail—splintered branches and now blood on a broad leaf. After a deep, calming breath, she returned to her task of picking through spiny palm fronds until she reached the trail to their camp. Ten minutes of sprinting up the hillside brought her to the arch of banana leaves serving as an entryway to their home.


“Men!” Tori gasped as she lurched into the clearing. “Men and a ship!” She bent over, sucking in air, then sank down, her thighs tight against her mud-speckled calves. No one answered. “Cammy?” she called. Nothing. Their hut, supported high in an ancient banyan, was silent. So help her, Cammy had better be in there. How many times had Tori ordered her to remain in the camp?


And Cammy would’ve been able to remember if she hadn’t begun losing her wits at a spectacular rate.


Rushing to the ladder, she took two bamboo rungs at a time, then hurried to the door flap made of old sail. She yanked open the cloth to peer inside. Empty. Tori looked away and back as if she hadn’t seen correctly. What if Cammy wandered all the way down to the beach this time?


There were two trails to their little shelf of land on the hillside, one hidden and one more hidden. She’d already run the length of the former, so she dashed over to the latter. Halfway down she found Cammy sitting back against a tree, breaths shallow, face waxy, her lips chapped and cracked.


Tori shook her shoulder, and after a few seconds Cammy opened her eyes, blinking against the light. “Where is your hat, Tori? Have you been in the sun?”


Relief soughed through Tori’s body like a breeze. Cammy scolding was much better than Cammy sleeping like the dead.


“With your fair skin, it’s just common sense…” She trailed off when she saw Tori’s bloodied leg and wet, tattered skirt. “What has happened now?”


“Men and a ship. After a giant chased me and ripped my clothes, I lost track of the hat.”


Cammy gave her a smile that didn’t quite reach her distracted hazel eyes. “We can’t be too careful about our complexions, now, can we?” she asked vaguely.


Vague. That was the best way to describe Cammy now. Before, she’d been a vibrant woman, as vibrant as her fiery red hair, with a crisp, lively intelligence. Now she seemed wilted, and her clarity of mind faded in and out with no discernible pattern.


Tori mentally counted to five. Sometimes, when Cammy got that unfocused look about her, Tori wanted to shake her. “Did you hear what I said? We’re not alone.”


Just when Tori decided she wouldn’t understand what was happening, Cammy asked, “What were they like?”


“The one that came after me had the coldest, most piercing eyes I’ve ever seen. I had to put him in the ravine to stop him.”


“The ravine?” she asked. “Oh, how I wish I could’ve seen that.”


Tori frowned at the fresh memory and said almost to herself, “It really is true about the bigger you are, the harder you fall.” She shook her head. “The rest of them were slashing at the foliage, getting ready to enter.”


“Sailors combing the brush.” Cammy shivered. “History’s repeating itself….”


Both froze when the birds nearby fell silent. “We’ve got to get to the camp,” Tori whispered.


“I’m going to slow you down. You go and I’ll follow.”


“Why, yes, that’s just what I’ll do,” Tori said while wedging a shoulder under Cammy’s arm and lifting her. After painfully slow moments, they clambered up the trail. As their home came into view, Tori surveyed it, trying to see it from a stranger’s eyes. How odd it would be to have men in their camp, gazing at the shelter, walking past the rock-ringed fire pit. For outsiders to see the workmanship, or workwomanship, more precisely, that was a testament of their dogged survival. Tori knew it was terrible of her, but she was almost eager for someone to marvel at their work. Her pride would be her downfall, Cammy would say.


Tori didn’t believe in downfalls. It would have happened by now. Nature and Fate united to mete out challenge after challenge, and she and Cammy had beat the odds every time. They lived and lived, and would some more. No, there’d be no downfalls. Tori frowned at her thoughts. Cammy had told her she was proud, but Tori feared that she was arrogant as well.


But then, arrogant had always served her better than afraid.


“What direction did they set off in?” Cammy asked.


“It doesn’t matter.” Tori’s smile was cold. “It will always be the wrong one.”











Two






Grant limped to meet his crew at the canopy line near the beach, teeth gritted in pain, one arm across his chest, hand clutching his opposite shoulder. Water dripped from his hair and mixed with the sweat on his forehead to trickle into his eyes.


Blindsided. That’s what he’d just been. Thoughts racketed in his head. Why would she run in the first place? More important, why the hell had he chased her like a dog after a carriage, and about as mindlessly? Why, if he had to do it over, would he run after her again?


“Grant, you look like you tussled with the wrong feral girl,” Ian drawled. “Round one to Victoria. Or maybe not,” he said, with a pointed glance at the soaked cloth still bunched in Grant’s free hand. Grant felt his skin flush before he could grab his pack from Dooley and stuff it in.


“Congratulations, Cap’n, you’ve found a survivor!” Dooley cried, his face creased in a baggy smile. “I knew you would.”


Where Dooley’s unwavering confidence in Grant came from, Grant had no idea.


Ian slanted a look at Grant. “Ah, but wasn’t finding her supposed to be the hard part?”


Grant swung a lowering look at his cousin, then barked to the crew, “Get some more supplies. Just enough for one night. And scavenge as much food as we can hold for the trip back.”


Though Dooley appeared delighted to have a chore, for the first time his sailors hesitated at their orders. They looked up at Grant with the ever-constant fear, but now he saw confusion as well. Their emotionless captain, who worshipped logic, had bolted like an animal after a girl.


Grant decided to reassure them. “Move,” he said in a tone lacking feeling or inflection of any kind. “Now.”


He almost had to laugh when they spun around and fled in various directions. Most of his crew were more afraid of his controlled demeanor than of his brother Derek’s infamous rants. A boisterous, lusty lot, they couldn’t understand someone who behaved as he did. They reasoned that sooner or later a man as cold as Grant would simply…snap. Still waters run deep, he’d heard them whisper to each other in warning.


Ian snorted. “One day they’ll realize you won’t slit their throats in the night. Then where will you be?”


“Retired.” Grant yanked off his sopping boots and ruined shirt, then snatched dry clothing out of his pack. After he changed, he found Ian gathering a machete and canteen from the pile of equipment. “You’re gearing up as if you’re going in with me. Let me make this clear—this is a jungle. There will be no revelry, no drink, and no women of your…distinct caliber.”


“Understood, Cap’n.” Ian shouldered the canteen. “But I’d still like to go. If, of course, my shore dress is acceptable to you,” he said, a jibe no doubt referring to the time Grant had sent a sailor back to tar the ship because his shirt had been untucked.


“Nothing about you is acceptable to me.”


Ian’s face split into a satisfied smile before he turned to the nearest opening in the jungle wall.


Grant shouldered his own canteen and machete, then exhaled a long breath, drawing on some deep inner well of patience. As he followed, he reminded himself that though Ian was twenty-six, he was a young twenty-six. Then he wondered what would happen when the well went dry.


“So, what are we looking for?” Ian asked.


“A trail, footprints, a campsite. Anything,” Grant answered curtly, hoping to stem a conversation with Ian. He didn’t want to talk—he wanted to think about what had just occurred and sort through the last unbelievable hour of his life. He shook his head, still unable to grasp that he’d found her. Or that she’d turned into a wildcat.


Blindsided. Tricked, misled—literally—and attacked. By a girl.


He didn’t like surprises, mainly because he’d always reacted so poorly to them. He let out a pent-up breath. Concentrate on the task at hand, Grant. And the task really was very simple when he boiled it down: Get the girl into the boat.


“Do you think the island was deserted before?”


Grant exhaled. “I have no idea. This one’s bigger than the others. There could be a bloody metropolis here for all we know.”


Ian slowed and turned, assuming a thoughtful expression. “Grant. You know I would never criticize you in front of the crew—”


“Yes, you would.”


Ian waved an unconcerned hand. “In any case, what got into you back there? I’ve never seen you behave like that. It was as if you’d been possessed.”


He scowled, though Ian was right. Grant did nothing without careful consideration, never acted without plodding examination. “I’ve waited a long time for that moment.” His explanation sounded weak to his own ears. He had felt possessed. Impulses had fired in him and for the first time in memory, he’d obeyed them without question. “I wouldn’t have chased if she hadn’t run.”


Ian eyed him shrewdly. “Maybe you’re more like your brothers than you think.”


Grant’s whole body tensed. “I am not like my brothers. I’m staid, respectable—”


“I know, I know,” Ian interrupted. “You’ve mastered yourself. You have limitless control and restraint.” He tilted his head. “Or perhaps it’s like the crew says—you’ve carved any lust for life from yourself until you’re like a stone.”


Grant slowed. “They say I’m like a stone?”


“They say worse, but that’s all I’ll divulge.”


“Then just shut up, Ian.” He marched faster.


“But you weren’t like a stone today, that’s for sure.” Ian caught up and confessed, “I’m glad you chased her.”


Grant gave him a long-suffering look. “For what possible reason?”


“You showed you’re still human. For once, you weren’t ruled by cold logic. And maybe the woman brought it out in you.”


“My reward for finding her brought it out in me. The fact that she’s a woman is incidental.”


“And the fact that she’s a beauty?” He raised his eyebrows. “Well, I’m sure you’ve scared the hell out of her. You’re not a small man. Yes, she’s probably huddled somewhere crying right about now.” He made a tsking sound. “That’s one thing you did not inherit with your Sutherland blood—a way with the ladies.”


Grant willed the irritation from his face. As usual, his cousin baited him. As usual, Grant restrained himself from reaction. Ian’s impulsive, volatile personality ran as opposite to his own as possible, and if Grant had been less guarded, they would have been at each other’s throats for seven months now.


An uninvited passenger, Ian had run aboard minutes before they cast off in London. For the hundredth time, Grant regretted taking on his ne’er-do-well, rakehell cousin. He swore under his breath and surveyed Ian squinting up at birds, happily snagging and eating a banana. Ian, for all his faults, for his uncanny ability to irritate, for his laziness, for his—Grant stanched that interminable train of thought, admitting to himself that for all his faults, Ian was like a brother. If Grant had to do it over, he knew he’d repeat the mistake of taking him on.


During his harried race down the docks to the Keveral’s berth, Ian had been looking over his shoulder, eyes wide.


He was quelling the temptation to remind Ian of his nonpaying and nonworking status on board when Ian snapped his fingers. “Just thought of something—this means Victoria’s grandfather isn’t mad.”


“Some of us never thought he was.” That was a disingenuous answer at best. Grant had wondered about the sanity of Victoria’s grandfather. Edward Dearbourne, the old earl of Belmont, was considered insane among polite society and by all connected with London shipping. What else could you call a lonely old man who longed for his lost family so fiercely that he imagined them alive and unfound for all these years? Even after he’d commissioned failed search after search throughout the South Pacific, impoverishing himself?


Grant knew what to call him. Right.


At least about Victoria. Grant remembered his first meeting with the earl. Tears had tracked from Belmont’s filmy eyes as he’d explained the history of his lost family. Uncomfortable with the emotional display, Grant had offered him platitudes. The three are gone. Best to accept it and move on. They’re in a better place.


Yet against all reason, the man had continued to believe. Grant frowned. Against all logic.


He gave a sharp shake of his head. The earl’s intuition or “gut feeling” that his family lived wasn’t what gave him hope. Grant knew the man had hope because the alternative was unendurable….


“Imagine the look on his face when we bring her back. Hell, the look on everyone’s face.” Ian’s normally languid eyes were snapping with excitement. “And here I thought we were the fools accepting a fool’s errand.”


“We?”


Ian looked affronted. “I believe it is you and I out here, hence the we.”


Grant glared and passed him. For the next three hours, he made good headway until another blister gave way beneath the sweat-dampened handle of his machete. He hissed in a breath through clenched teeth. When Ian trailed farther behind, Grant stopped, put a mud-coated, bloody hand against a tree, and leaned in, fatigued to his bones.


The inner island was like an oven—gone were the soothing breeze and powdery sand. Here mud and fallen plants congealed into a pulpy floor, hungry with suction and grueling to slog through. He drank water, fighting not to guzzle, and took note of himself. Lacerations crisscrossed his skin and blisters the size of crowns pocked his hands; a reddening band spanned his upper chest.


“Grant, this isn’t a race.” Ian wheezed as he reeled forward. “Are you trying to cover the entire island this afternoon?”


Grant had no pity for his cousin. “I warned you.”


“I didn’t imagine it could be this…” He trailed off, eyes widening. “I can’t feel my feet. Bloody hell! I can’t feel my feet!”


Leaving Ian to stumble around and ascertain that he was still bipedal, Grant ignored the stinging of his own abused body and pushed on.


“Slow down, Grant,” Ian pleaded.


He faced his cousin. “You fall behind, you get left behind. I hope you’ve kept track of where you are.”


Ian peered around him at the tangle of trees and vines with what could be called a cool panic. “I didn’t because I knew you would.”


Such was the way of their relationship.


“Then you’d best keep up.” Grant sustained such an unrelenting pace for more reasons than one. He’d found Victoria and, yes, he was one step closer to realizing his goal, but he also wanted to make sure she was safe. He considered her under his protection now. Yet at this moment she was alone, a young, slight woman—albeit a fierce one—somewhere on an untamed island that was shaming strong men.


Throughout the day, his anger over her tricks had given way to guilt when he thought about chasing her down; yet after seven months—seven months—she’d been at his fingertips. Even now, his fingers curled at the thought. But then her face appeared in his mind. The look in her eyes, the confusion. He hadn’t wanted to scare her, but he’d done just that.


She’d been through enough—years without comforts or civilization, and both parents possibly dead. Of course she’d be afraid. He could almost understand why she’d put him into that fall and nearly beheaded him with the sapling. He couldn’t quite reconcile her poking him with a stick and taunting him, but perhaps she was putting on a brave front.


They searched until a three-quarter moon rose in the sky, then limped their way back to the camp. At his crew’s curious looks, Grant said, “We’ll find her tomorrow.” His tone was authoritative, but he wasn’t nearly as convinced as he had been.


When Dooley bustled over to hand him a tin cup of coffee, Grant sank onto a horizontal palm, stupefied, drinking without thought. Finally, even that became too arduous. Too weary to drink, he threw the rest of his coffee into the sand, then mustered the energy to grab his pallet.


He unrolled it under a break in the canopy, and even after the others slept, he lay looking up at the too-bright stars, thinking about the turn his life had just taken. He had actually earned Belmont’s payment for the search, the last thing the man had to offer: his home. When the earl died, Grant would assume ownership of the sizable but declining Belmont Court. He would finally have his own home, his own people.


Yet this mission had always been more than that. Victoria’s grandfather, with his sad eyes and palpable loneliness, had somehow convinced him that his family might yet live.


Grant had never felt particularly heroic, but if they were out here, he had wanted to save them. Now he was so close to bringing at least Victoria back. She’d managed to stay alive. To thrive somehow. But she couldn’t go on indefinitely. She needed to be saved even if she didn’t have the sense to realize it.


 


“Have you come up with any ideas?” Cammy asked. She took her second bite of banana, patted her sunken belly as though full, and considered breakfast over. No wonder she continued to lose weight, Tori thought. The bones of her wrists and her collarbone jutted beneath her skin, and her cheekbones were sharp in her face.


Resolving to make her eat more, Tori paced the small hut. The floor of banded planks beneath her feet creaked but didn’t give. “Lots of ideas. Just none that are feasible. I simply can’t see us sailing away in their ship while they stay on shore scratching their heads.”


“What a perfect solution!”


Tori raised an eyebrow at Cammy. Luckily, Cammy was joking. “We need more information about them.”


“Yes, what if the rest of them are good? What if the man chasing you was a…a drunk?”


Tori shook her head. “No, he was dead sober.”


“A lunatic, then?”


She opened her lips to say “no,” but then remembered his eyes. Though focused and ice-blue cold, they had looked a bit…savage. “Then why would they send him in an advance party?”


“They were sick of him on the ship? Or in the process of marooning him?” Cammy mused. “You may have helped them!”


Tori sank down cross-legged on her straw-filled mattress. “I suppose anything’s possible.”


“So how do we walk this line once more? Play the risk of them leaving us against the possibility that they’ll kidnap us for villainous reasons?”


Tori felt her neck and shoulders tensing. What a critical walk. One misstep…“If I saw a woman on deck, or a child even, I’d feel better about approaching them.”


“Or perhaps even a chaplain.”


Tori nodded. “I’ll just have to get a better look. Maybe sneak down to the beach.”


“Why don’t you stay up here and use that?” She pointed to the spyglass standing in the corner of the hut—standing because it could no longer telescope in.


Tori’s gaze flickered over it. “That artifact? The end glass is cracked down the middle.”


Cammy pursed her lips. “Well, you won’t see any worse—you’ll just see two of everything.”


“Right now, they’ll never find us up here, but if I use that, the glass might reflect,” she countered. “And if I can see them, they can see me.”


“Wait for a cloud and hide under the brush.” In Cammy’s mind, the subject was closed. “Tori, do be careful.”


Tori sighed. “Cammy, do stay here.”


And so minutes later, Tori was crawling on her stomach, digging her elbows into the dirt, lugging a rusting, broken spyglass with her and cursing Cammy for being lucid for once.


She brought the glass around, setting up her view, chin on the back of her flat hand, then waited what seemed like hours for a passing cloud. It moved shyly, as if someone just out of her eyesight beckoned with a crooked finger. With the sun finally cloaked, Tori swung the spyglass down, prepared to divide everything she spotted by two.


In the lengthy space of cloud cover, she saw no women with their skirts billowing on the deck of the ship, no children playing among them—no black-robed chaplain—just a pack of common sailors.


Her heart sank. She knew all about sailors.


Tori scuttled backward, then returned to camp, her mind a knot of ideas. She found Cammy lolling in her hammock outside the hut, nearly rocked to sleep by the sea breezes.


“Good afternoon, Tori,” Cammy said with a yawn. “Did you catch any fish?”


One, two, three, four, five…“I went to reconnoiter the ship, remember?”


Cammy’s eyes widened, but she covered her surprise. “Of course!” She moved to a sitting position with practiced movements. “I was jesting.”


Tori narrowed her eyes. “Is the forgetfulness getting worse?”


She sighed. “How would I know? If I made a determination, I’d just forget it.”


Cammy had once described her episodes of vagueness, saying they were like when one first wakes up in the morning, disoriented. And often as easy to shake off. At times, she attributed them to some spoiled food, other times to an underlying sickness.


“Tori, don’t keep me in suspense….”


“There was nothing there that we’d hoped to see. I don’t understand it. Captains and first mates often sail with families.”


“They could be inside.”


Tori shook her head. “The cabins would be like a furnace on a day like today. Anyone able would be on deck beneath the tarpaulin.”


“What flag did they raise?”


“The Union Jack.” Their nationality wasn’t reassuring. The last crew had flown the same flag. And Britain impressed just as many convict crews as any other country. Tori sat on a driftwood log. “I was thinking about our ‘the rest of them are good’ theory.”


“Doesn’t that mean we have to counter with a ‘the rest of them are bad’ theory as well?”


Tori nodded. “I’m worried that we want a rescue so badly that we’re making excuses for them. I was chased and pawed. Fact. There are only sailors aboard. Fact. I didn’t hear them chastise the one that came after me. No, they seemed overjoyed. And he wasn’t sent back to the ship.”


Cammy’s tight expression clearly evinced her decision about the men. “Haven’t we learned the hard way? I think we’ve learned the hard way enough.”


“But they might have medicine.”


“And what do you think they’d want in exchange for it?” Cammy rubbed her perspiring forehead. “Forgive me, Tori. This illness colors my moods. But these men could very well be like the sailors before.” Her face became a mask of disgust. “Or like the ones from the Serendipity reeking of the urine they washed their clothes in. At least now you’re safe and unharmed.” Her voice grew quieter when she said, “And what help could I be? I just don’t know that I am strong enough to…to do what might be necessary.” She wrapped her thin arms around herself.


Tori dropped her gaze. She could never expect such a sacrifice from Cammy again. Lord knew, she hadn’t expected it the first time. When Tori glanced up, she tried to appear impassive. And failed.


“Oh, Tori, your eyes are so revealing, it’s as if I can see your mind working. I know you want—you need—a battle plan.”


Tori leaned forward. “The way I see it, we need to find out what kind of men they are. Suppose they’re good? Maybe they like to think of themselves as British gentlemen? Well, a man of honor would never leave a lady stranded. No matter what circumstances befell them.”


Cammy arched her red brows in interest. “But a crew of cutthroats might be persuaded to leave. I like this. If we can make them leave, then they weren’t the sort we wanted here in the first place.” When Tori nodded, Cammy asked, “Can you be certain they won’t catch you?”


“No one can catch me,” she scoffed.


“We’ve been wrong in that thinking before.”


Tori put her shoulders back. “I’m older. Faster.”


“What do you have in mind?”


“Do you remember that plant that made us throw up for days?” Tori tapped her cheek. “I think I’m going to spice their food.”


Cammy unconsciously clutched her stomach. “Now, that I shall never forget. For the better part of a week, I begged to die.”


 


Tori jerked upright, gasping as she woke, the sound of the Serendipity breaking apart still thundering in her mind.


Her hands fluttered up to her face as she just stopped herself from covering her ears. She didn’t think she could ever forget the whine and vibration of boards splitting. Never stop imagining the force it would take to break thick lumber. She moved her hands to her eyes, wiping the tears there. Luckily, Cammy slumbered on, since it wasn’t yet dawn.


Though she hadn’t had the nightmare in years, this was the second morning in a row it had plagued Tori. She’d always tried to hide her abject fear of ships from Cammy, but knew she hadn’t been successful. When they realized they’d never be rescued, Cammy had said, “Look on the bright side. At least we’ll never be in a shipwreck again.” Tori had thought it was a quip, but Cammy’s face had been grave.


Yet now another ship tossed in the bay. Tori shivered and burrowed down farther under her patchwork quilt, then cracked open her eyes. She had a job to do.


Even after she dressed and descended to the sailors’ beach camp, the early morning fog stood thick and made it easy for her to slip in while they slept. Silently, she checked container after container until she worked open their supply of oats. She poured a gourd of discolored mush inside, digging down to stir with her hands. She returned the lid and brushed off her hands, tossing away the gourd and slipping back into the brush. As she watched, the men woke and began preparing for the day, stoking embers, cooking. She smirked to see several men spooning the slop into their bowls.


The giant rose with the others, though he slept away from them. Seeing him up close and standing confirmed her earlier impression—he was the tallest man she’d ever seen. With those shoulders and deep chest, he was the biggest as well.


She’d wondered before if he was a drunk, a lunatic, or, Lord forbid, even their captain. Now she knew. He had the look of a leader stamped over every inch of him—shoulders back, his squared chin lifted a bit higher than the other men’s. He looked as if everyone was on the verge of some error, and he was on the verge of a terrible anger. The sailors, in turn, were wary around him and behaved as if he might launch a fist at any time.


Instead of drinking or eating with the others, he said something to a squat, nervous man, then scooped up a leather roll-up case and a machete and strode in the direction of the smaller falls. She used that trail daily to get to the pool and bathe, easily walking under the banana leaves, but he had to slash at them with his machete just to get his upper body through.


Why isn’t he eating? She frowned, then silently followed him to one of her favorite places on the island. The scene was Edenic with a clear pool, dark from the shade and the smoky-colored rocks enfolding it. Two trickling falls fed it with bracing water.


Her eyes widened. He was unbuttoning his shirt. To bathe? Sweet God, he was going…to bathe. She bit her lip, tempted to stay. Why not? This was her island. I can see his chest! He was the one trespassing. One boot off. Besides, she needed—desperately needed—more excitement. Before they’d come, life for her had turned into a routine of work, work, work, avoid death, work. Hmmm. He really is lean, even with his size.


Her lips curled into a smile when she concluded she deserved to look at the naked man! Yet by the time he’d gotten down to just his trousers, he’d turned and she only saw his backside. Only? It was enough to quicken her heartbeat. His shoulders and upper back were broad, defined as though sculpted, tapering to this muscular part of him. She caught herself nearly pouting when he dived in.


While she gawked, he swam back and forth as though trying to loosen up his soreness. Finally, he waded to the shallows and stood, shaking water from his hair. Any second now, he’ll be out of the water, the big naked man. When he did step out, she darted her gaze to his face, avoiding any sight of that part of him.


He was just so big. And so, so…naked.


Just when she realized she was being ridiculous, that she was allowed to look, he grasped a large drying cloth, effectively covering his lower body.


Her jaw went slack when she saw him rub the cloth over his chest, more lightly over the glaringly bruised strip she’d provided, and then run it lower over his torso. His stomach was flat and rigid. She swallowed, noting that the muscles there bunched as he moved. Fascinating. A trail of black hair started below his navel and trailed down—she wanted to see to where, curse it—but the cloth covered him. She’d never been so curious or frustrated. Her hands clenched the water reeds around her. Move the cloth. Drop it, now. Drop…it!


Then he did.


Her mouth opened wordlessly and grew dry. Her chest and neck flushed with heat. She’d seen men without clothing before—many of the tribes her family had come upon weren’t particularly shy—but she’d been young and reduced to giggles each time. Now, seeing him, all of him, startled her into stillness and enlivened her at the same time.


Power, strength, and grace fused together. Perfect. How right she’d been to label him…big. She could no more look away than she could quit breathing. The thought made her realize she wasn’t breathing. When she did, she sighed, embarrassing herself.


He looked up sharply in her direction. Though he couldn’t have heard or seen her, her heart drummed in her chest. She leapt to her feet, her skin on fire, then ran through the jungle as though wild.
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