
        
            
                
            
        

    
	A marooned nobleman must cast off his youthful ways to survive and become a man, even if it means losing the woman he has just learned how to love.

	 

	 

	The heir of a Duke, betrothed to a daughter of his king, Jeremy Nottingdale thought he knew what life had in store for him until his uncle threw him overboard. Accustomed to a life of privilege and pampering, Jeremy is suddenly faced with the challenge to survive. Cast Away tells of Jeremy’s transformation from a spoiled aristocrat to a respectful nobleman not only because of his time marooned on an island, but also because of the woman he finds there. Beautiful, intelligent, and resourceful Sanura is an enigma. Rather than seduce her, as would be his usual wont, he finds himself acting as he knows a gentleman should. Over time, the challenges and dangers of their life of exile draw them closer. They find they can express through love what they cannot in language.

	Jeremy’s greatest desire is for a rescue so he can see Sanura safely to her family, whoever and wherever they are. Yet the granting of this greatest of his wishes would mean he must part with her and never see her again. When the time comes, will he be able to cast her away?
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	To you, dear reader—Keep living, keep loving!

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Jeremy Nottingdale stared into the black waters he was soon to meet with the brittle twists of rope sinking their tiny barbs into his wrists. A larger, cold pricking at his throat held ready to plunge at his first move. He smelled the tang of sweat and metal on the hand under his chin. It was a hand he had recently clasped in friendship, a hand he had placed his own beside in the working of the ship, and a hand he had trusted. He had been taught better than to trust. A man of monarch’s blood can trust no one. The lesson came back to him, sharp and poignant as the blade at his throat. He had set that wisdom aside, as he had many things, seduced by the adventure of the sea and the camaraderie of sailing men.

	He had spent—wasted—his privileged childhood yearning for the sea. He had grudgingly been allowed to fulfill his dream, but not until he had sworn an oath to abandon it afterward and assume the duties of his birthright.

	Yet the sea was a jealous mistress. She would see a man die before allowing him to set her aside. Even he, regal man-child that he was, would not be forgiven.

	Jeremy’s gaze moved from her undulating bosom to meet those of the man who approached. “You’ll not get away with this, Ombreux,” he said calmly, despite the ice floe in his innards. “My father will see you all hang for this.”

	The barrel of the man’s chest swelled under his graying beard. He threw his head back, and the deck of the ship rang with his laughter. “Your father!” he scoffed. “Your father will never see this vessel again unless he grows the balls to command a ship in battle.”

	This remark elicited laughter from the men.

	Ombreux looked down at Jeremy, his eyes colder than the sea. “He used what little he had to burden my sister with your ungrateful carcass. I think, my nephew, that was more than a feat for him.”

	A hot spark ignited above the frigid darkness of Jeremy’s gut.

	“He was right not to trust you. The only reason he did was because he loves my mother so much.”

	“It is because I care for her it pains me to do this, but it is the penalty she must suffer for betraying the family and marrying a duke rather than a king. Now my son will be the one to marry royal blood, and the true monarchy will be revived.”

	“Justice will find you!”

	Ombreux laughed again. “It hasn’t yet, and here’s a parting secret for you, nephew.” He leaned to whisper in Jeremy’s ear. “I’ve done far worse than this.”

	Jeremy stared at his uncle’s smug, jovial face. Slowly, he became aware of what Ombreux was suggesting—the most sinister of deeds.

	Ombreux’s expression melted into a scowl. “Overboard with him!”

	The men cheered. Jeremy lanced Ombreux with his gaze as strong hands turned him and shoved him to the railing. Even as frigid terror washed over him, he refused to show it. He was of noble birth. He would be noble in death as well.

	The inky water sent crested tendrils splashing up, eager to seize, engulf, and drag him down to the gate of hell itself. He closed his eyes, and his legs went numb. The man that held him wrapped an arm around his chest. The man’s other hand, still bearing the dagger, seized his wrists as another man bound Jeremy’s ankles.

	“Stop squirmin’, ye scoundrel!” the man said loudly, though Jeremy barely had the power to stand.

	Jeremy felt the blade slide along his wrist in their struggling movements. The tension of the rope eased, and cold metal pressed onto his palm.

	Hot breath blew against his ear. “Bonsort, my liege.”

	The ship left his feet. He made a quick gasp of fear and anticipation. An explosion of cold jarred his body, seizing him in an insensate hand of silence and terror. He swirled about in the wake of the passing ship. The surface was lost, but his senses weren’t. He resisted the urge to struggle so he could more easily rise to the surface. All he could hear was the rush of water and his heart pounding. Panic closed in on him just before the black hand of the sea uncurled from over him and he burst through the surface.

	He took a tremendous breath, coughed violently, and another wave immersed him. The sea was pulling him down, but he remembered the dagger. The blade cut into his fingers and palm, but he didn’t dare loosen his grip.

	The sea broke once more, and he took a deep breath, putting the hilt between his teeth. When the next wave sent him under, he bit as hard as he could into the soft leather and put the rope on his wrists to the blade.

	The rope had already loosened. A few hard rubs frayed it apart, and Jeremy wormed his hands free. He took the blade firmly in his right hand, surfaced for a breath, and put the blade to the rope around his ankles. The next time he surfaced, spitting seawater and contempt, he looked around for the ship. Her lights could not be deciphered from the stars, and there was no moon to betray her. He was alone in a black sea.

	Anger overrode the fear that threatened to paralyze Jeremy. “With the stars and any god that commands these waters as my witness, I swear to you, Ombreux, I will have my vengeance against you. I will live, and everyone will know the crimes your black heart has committed. I will not die until I see you die first!”

	 

	Sunlight and the sound of water gently lapping woke Jeremy. He was not sure if sleep or unconsciousness had taken him. For a moment, he could not remember what had happened. Then his mind was flooded with the memory of being taken from his bunk and flung into the sea. He remembered the cold and fatigue that had threatened to claim him for the waters. He remembered the sudden wash of warm water around him.

	He had come upon the great river in the sea, used by mariners to speed them from the tropical climes bearing the cargo of paradise to their temperate homes. With the stream was the litter found in any thoroughfare—the flotsam and jetsam of shipwrecks, rubbish thrown overboard, debris washed from far lands by storm and flood, masses of seaweed, and the creatures that thrived within them.

	Jeremy had found and struggled upon what might have been a broken section of a dinghy or other small boat. Flat with smooth boards nailed together and sealed with sap, it was large enough for two of him to lie upon.

	He stared above into a bright blue sky dotted with dollops of meringue clouds. Ah, what he wouldn’t do for a bowl full of dobs of the sweet foam pets.

	Jeremy rubbed his eyes. Once typically an easy feat, sitting up was a challenge at that moment. After grimacing and trying to stretch the muscles that complained the most, he took a look around. It really wasn’t worth the bother. The view was the same on all sides, water and sky. Jeremy took a deep, somewhat sore breath and let it out as he drew his knees up to lean upon and ponder his situation.

	He was angry, betrayed, and fearful, not only for himself but for his family. Had Ombreux insinuated what Jeremy thought he had? Had the intensity of the moment spawned paranoia in his mind? There had been worse crimes in the history of nobility, but the possibility that a family tragedy had been caused by one of their own was unthinkable.

	Jeremy took a moment to feel confused, hurt, and sad, thinking of his parents, his mother. He was sorry he would not return to them, at least not right away. They would think him dead. Would they ever know Ombreux had done this deed? If they found that out before Jeremy returned home, they would have to bear that as well. Were they in danger from Ombreux? Jeremy had to get to his father as quickly as he could to warn him, but at the moment, that was not likely to happen.

	He sat in a whirlpool of emotions and feelings until another took his attention. Apparently, one part of his body had not received the news of the previous night’s events. It was demanding the release of water, though there would be none to replace it. Jeremy sighed and moved the balance himself on his knees as close to the edge of the makeshift raft as he dared. As he watched his foolish body cast into the useless brine what it would soon be demanding most, he tried to formulate ideas for escaping his predicament.

	He had just tucked the family heirlooms back into his breeches and tied the laces when more than an idea caught his eye. His previous surveillance had missed a dark smudge on the furthest horizon to the northwest. It could have been a growing storm or a bank of fog, but it could also be land. The merchant stream was carrying him north. He took his place back in the center of his raft and sat, waiting, his gaze fixed upon that faint chance of hope upon the horizon.

	The sun rose, the clouds swelled, and the mirage did not fade. Instead, it became more solid, although it drew no closer. It drifted along the western horizon. Jeremy was convinced it was not a vapor of any sort. If it was land, it was not big, but then anything was better than a plank of wood no larger than two of Jeremy.

	The current showed no indication of carrying him closer, and he was not about to let it pull him further from it. Jeremy lay flat, dispersed his weight, and dipped one arm into the water. He paddled first on one side and then slid over to the other to do the same. His eye was quick to return to the horizon, but it also searched the debris around him. It was not long before he found a shard of wood, just over a meter long. Slightly wider than his grasp, it would do. Jeremy re-centered himself and used the wood as a paddle.

	The sun reached its zenith and began to roll down the western sky. The clouds swelled, and their feet blackened, but they did not shed rain. They brought increasing relief to Jeremy’s sunbaked skin. Though he had a shirt and breeches, his arms were warming past the elbow and his legs past the knee, where his clothing did not reach. His face and the back of his neck also grew sensitive, though he dunked his head now and again to cool it. He found being able to immerse himself in water but unable to drink it an increasingly maddening paradox.

	His palms started to ache, became sore, and then threatened to become raw. Having an epiphany before he opened them to bleeding blisters, he cut strips from the end of his shirt with the dagger and wrapped them about his hands. That made the constant work a bit more tolerable.

	Jeremy’s growing physical complaints were counteracted as his hopeful vision solidified. The sight of a peak of rock sprouting from a bed of thick jungle grew more detailed with each stroke, driving him to the next and the next.

	The sun lowered to hide behind the rocky crag in the center of the island, which Jeremy guessed to be perhaps two hundred meters high. From his vantage point, he guessed the beach stretched for four or five kilometers. It was of good size, and that was promising. If there were no human settlements, there was at least a good chance of finding food and water.

	At long last, Jeremy came to the island. He let the raft ride a mere swell of a wave onto the shore and stumbled off of it, sprawling onto sand as soft as his mother’s rose-scented powder. He stared up at yellowed clouds suffused with late-day sunlight high above. He was only aware of his own body panting and throbbing for a few minutes. After a time, though, he heard the soft hiss of waves on the shore and the rustle of the breeze in the leaves of the forest.

	Grudgingly, he sat himself up, nearly failing in the attempt. After a few breaths, he unbound his hands, which weren’t quite as sore as he had feared. The cloth left white bands on his otherwise red skin. From there, he found his way to his feet. He had enough wits left to pull his raft further onto the sand and make his way to the edge of the trees. Plant life, especially as thick and green as that before him, would need water, and lots of it. Rain surely provided much of it, as he guessed the island lay just within the tropical climes, yet that rain had to have somewhere to go when it was not sucked into the soil.

	A look up and down the beach gave him something of interest to investigate. It was not too far of a walk to a jumble of rock vomited out by the forest onto the sand. There he found more than he had hoped for. A stream ran out from the trees, dancing among the rocks to meet with the sea. A few meters under the shadow of the foliage was a ledge of solid rock, forming a dam and creating a small pool of fresh water that spilled into the brackish mire swirling among the rocks below.

	Jeremy plunged his head in, immediately surfacing to begin scooping it into his mouth with his hands. In a few moments, he went from being dried out to waterlogged to a bit nauseous. After the heat and salt of the day, the cool, fresh water was a shock. He sat on the rock ledge to let the sensation pass. His wandering eye caught his own reflection in the water. He turned to take a closer look, not approving. Sailor and soldier though he was, he still preferred clean overall. He used his fingers to comb his hair into some semblance of the way he liked it. Thick and dark with reflective hints, one day it would have the speckles of steel his father’s had. He had to undo the tie at the nape of his neck to master it into the short tail that was the fashion of the day.

	His eyes were his mother’s, blue as the sky on a spring morn. Though reddened by sunburn and shadowed in stubble, he could see the defined jawline and high cheekbones that made him a Nottingdale.

	He wasn’t quite satisfied with the appearance that met him and decided a bath was in order. He proceeded to strip and stepped over the high ledge to immerse himself in the water. It was just deep enough, perhaps being a meter in depth, all that Jeremy needed. He had never had the need to experience such relief. With it came happiness and gratitude to the forces of fortune that had taken him there.

	Refreshed in a way he never thought possible, Jeremy climbed out, knowing that to stay and become cold would be foolhardy, no matter how warm the water seemed. He considered how to don his clothes without a towel to dry himself when he had a thought. Why dress? No one was around. There were no maids who would blush and giggle, no servants to whisper about his brazenness, no elders to admonish him for indecency. Better yet, it was not within the confines of walls. He was alone, with nothing between him and nature, a token reward he would accept for his suffering of the day. He slung his clothes over his shoulder and was able to find a bit of contentment as he made his way back to his landing spot. Although, he thought on his way, he wouldn’t have minded if a maid or two were there to catch a glimpse.

	 

	Though tired and sore, Jeremy was able to summon the last of his strength and drag his raft to the tree line. He found two trees that had the right distance between them and propped the wood panel against them on their forest side. In looking it over, it was more of a small human gesture to claim one’s sleeping spot than any sort of real shelter. If it rained in the night, which glimmers of light on the darkening horizon told of a coming possibility, it might give him a bit of a chance to stay dry.

	He wasn’t too keen on the fact that it was on the edge of the forest. He could imagine any sort of creature deciding to come and investigate in the night, yet there was no place to make his shelter on the sand, and the thin, grass-like cover of the forest floor seemed to be a bit more comfortable and certainly cleaner than sand. So, Jeremy Nottingdale, the son of a duke, sat himself on the grass under a broken piece of boat and called it home.

	At first, he looked to the eastern horizon, watching night rise in the sky. He searched for specks of light or the outline of a shape that could be a ship on the merchant’s current, but he saw nothing. He heaved a sigh, disappointed, and remembered what an unhappy position he was in. This was emphasized the next moment when his body told him he was hungry—very hungry. Appeased of the need for water, it presented the next of Jeremy’s problems, but of course, gave no suggestions for a solution.

	Once again, Jeremy rose and walked the beach along the trees. His luck held. He soon found fruit-bearing trees among the collection of foliage with fruits he recognized, likely the descendants of fruits cast overboard for being rotten or washed ashore after shipwrecks. He found several oblong fruits, pahpahs, cherished for their juicy meat. Anticipating a messy meal, he went to the pool, sat on the edge, and took his knife to his finds. Whether by lineage or by Jeremy’s deprived state, they were the sweetest, most tender of the fruit he had ever had. He spared as much of the meat as he could when he scraped out the seeds with his knife, leaving him many mouthfuls of the luscious orange fruit.

	Later, content and once again clean after washing away the sticky juices, Jeremy sat under his shelter again. A suddenly full stomach forced him to lie down, only to get up in a few minutes and hastily search for a secluded spot away from his camp. Apparently, the rest of his system had not been consulted before his stomach’s adamant demand for food. Of course, he had been a bit greedy in his indulgence. After a day of not eating and hard labor, it was hard to resist. Relieved, he picked up where he left off when he returned by lying down. That was the last he remembered until sunrays prodded his eyes.

	 

	If moving had been hard after he landed, Jeremy found it excruciating the next morning. Even after his military training at home and time aboard ship, he was not conditioned for what he had done the day before. His hands refused to curl into fists. His fingers made a weak attempt but refused to bow to his command. His skin was hot and tight where the sun had scorched it. At times, it felt as if he were being pricked by tiny metal pins. As maddening as that was, he could not scratch. It would cause his skin to burn anew, raw and sore with a deeper torment that made his teeth ache.

	That was the least of his concerns, too. His arms felt like lead weights, sending searing pain at the mere thought of moving them. His legs, chest, and abdominal muscles complained in a similar form. After lying in misery for a few minutes, Jeremy managed to get himself turned over and his feet under him. With grunts, groans, and tottering steps, he paced around on the sand. After moving and stretching a bit, the pain subsided, and he found a rock sit upon.

	He was keenly aware that no one was going to bring him a pot of tea and a plate of ham, eggs, and toasted bread with sweetened fruit preserves. Oh, how he wanted it, too, yet, he reminded himself, he was in a much better place than he was upon waking the day before.

	Another more conservative meal of pahpahs and a wash had him feeling a little better. The sun was already warming the sand and doing its best to make a hot, humid day. Having nothing else to do, Jeremy slowly moved his shelter down the beach to the pool and arranged it in similar fashion as he had before.

	He kept his rowing stick close, as well as the strips of cloth from his hands though spots were worn and needled with splinters. These items and the knife were the sum of his possessions. He frowned at them, though not ungrateful, turned, and sat under his shelter to watch the eastern horizon for a speck of white that wasn’t a cloud.

	His mind troubled him by noting that if he did see a ship, he had no way of letting it know he was there. Fire would be the only way. The ship could see the smoke by day and the flame by night, which was a bit of a problem. Jeremy had never been very good at making fire. He had never thought he would ever need it and scoffed at the lessons of his military survival training. He had always assumed if he ever did find himself in need of fire with no flint, he could rely on someone of his entourage who was sure to be with him.

	Of course, he was in his current predicament because his entourage had turned on him. Jeremy looked over the blade with a sigh. Well, not everyone. Why had his savior joined the rest of the traitors? Had he been paid? Threatened? He had taken great care to hide what he did. Was he the only one who cared about Jeremy? Perhaps he wanted rebellion, but not at the cost of the future duke’s life.

	Jeremy soured and tasted bitterness at the mere thought of his uncle. Why? He had never been close to the man, but they had always been friendly. They had no loyalties to one another other than that which blood-ties required. Even those were not good enough, apparently. Jeremy had not understood the wary countenance his father assumed around the man. Uncle Ombreux had always seemed so genial, laughing often and bold in his speech. Of course, now Jeremy saw it all for what it was—a ruse to influence people to trust him. His mother did not even need the show. She always was delighted in the presence of her older brother, eager to please and serve him. For what reason, Jeremy could not say. He mimed his mother’s reaction simply because he loved her. Until the night before last, he had never had a reason to share his father’s aloofness.

	His father had been right. He protested letting Jeremy go away, but Ombreux offered his presence on the expedition as a comfort. It was his mother who had finally persuaded the Duke. Now his father was without a captain, less a merchant ship and crew laden with cargo, and without a son and heir.

	Angry, Jeremy stood. He would make fire. He would get home. Anything else was unacceptable.

	 

	Two hours later, Jeremy threw his stick to the ground and gave a sweeping kick that sent it and the rowing stick across the sand. He groaned, clutching his shoulder and hopped gingerly on the leg that had kicked. It had not taken long for his tortured muscles to mutiny. His arms had complained as he whittled the end of a small, thin stick to a sharp point. He used the knife to twist a small hole in the rowing stick. Being flat, hard wood, he thought it would work fine. With a bit of dry grass in the hole and plenty more close by, he had felt pretty clever.

	He rubbed and rubbed and rubbed. He had made fire, all right, but only in his arms, back, and chest. The worst part was smoke appeared very soon after he started. The grass smoldered, but try as he might, he could not get a flame to leap to life.

	He sat, then lay in the shade of his lean-to. When he had caught his breath, he rose gingerly, stripped, and eased himself into his personal bath. He lay floating, watching the lambent sunlight dancing through the canopy above, trying not to think of anything that would make him angry.

	The water felt good, as it always did. As hot as he had been when he got in, the water had not been a shock to enter. It was cool, but not cold, perhaps because of the tropic environ. Yet, there were charted islands in the area with volcanic hot springs. It was possible, especially with the rocky crag standing over the island, that this water had a hot nativity. He would have to hike inland one day and investigate.

	In the meantime, his stomach began another pesky demand for food. At least his fire endeavor wasn’t completely wasted. It had given him an idea to help him with his present, recurring problem. He left his bath and took a moment to dunk his clothes. He spread them over two large, white rocks on the beach. Between the sun and the heat of the rocks, they would be dry shortly. Next, Jeremy took a short walk into the woods, a pleasant experience with just himself, although he kept a very sharp eye out for insects and where they intended to land. He did not have to go far to find some dead branches and vine. He broke off smaller limbs until he had eight sticks of similar size in hand and one twice their length.

	Back at his camp, he lashed the sticks together with the vines. It took a little while, but when he was done, he had what looked like an eight-legged tent frame that stood to his waist. It was crudely made and a little uneven. He doubted it would hold the weight of canvas to make a tent, but it would serve the purpose he had made it for.

	He found another stick of harder wood in his search that was perhaps a meter long. Using his knife, he sharpened one end to a point. It took longer to make than his useless fire stick, but he hoped that one would serve him better. Once he was satisfied with its point, Jeremy made his way to the water.

	The beach was rockier than where he had landed. As he made his way south, the beach rose and become a wall of rock. Coral, most likely, or perhaps it was a frozen lava flow, shorn clean by the gnawing ocean. Whatever it was, it created a good place to fish. There were no waves to speak of, even though the tide was rising. Jeremy waded in and followed the wall, which rose another half-meter or more above his head. Broken segments made channels and paths through the miniature canyon. Jeremy had to take care not to step on broken rock and shell. The water was clear and only softly undulating, so he saw every step he took and the quarry he sought.

	Flashes of white, grey, and yellow betrayed the fish as they grazed on the sea greens growing on the submerged rock. Some were tiny and hardly worth a look. Others, probably feeding on the little ones, warranted a cautious lifting of the stick from Jeremy’s shoulder before they flitted away. The water lapped at his thighs, with larger swells sometimes becoming cat paws swiping at his dangling mouse-toy. The water actually felt a little chilly when that happened, a fact to which his manhood made a visual protest. It didn’t seem to want any part of the goings-on and would try to hide from time to time. Jeremy ignored it, intent on silencing the other troops of his body that, for once, were clamoring louder than it was.

	He approached some of the larger fish and concentrated on moving very slowly. They still kept a wary distance, but no longer fled at his approach. Jeremy found a pocket in the rock, an open space perhaps five meters across. He ventured in and waited, intending to catch as many fish as he could and dry the meat on the crude rack he had made. It would take a few days for it to dry properly, but the sun and wind would do the job well.

	In the meantime, he would eat more pahpahs, look for other plants, and he was sure he could easily spear or catch the crabs he’d seen foraging on the rocks and on the sandy seabed between them. Those he could eat right away. He could also eat fish raw, but he intended to keep trying to light a fire. The cool of evening and night would make the work a little less torturous. As soon as he had a fire, he wouldn’t have to wait for the fish to dry.

	“Ouch!”

	Any sense of security the fish were gaining vanished at his shout and the subsequent sloshing stumble that nearly put him under. Jeremy gritted his teeth against the sharp pain in the ball of his foot. He hobbled over to the rock wall and pulled his foot up to rest against his knee. He reached down, felt a hard, sharp edge embedded in his foot and through the shimmering water could see a white triangle of broken shell right under his big toe.

	Jeremy braced himself and pulled. It came out easily, but not without pain, leaving a wisp of red to float and bob in the clear water.

	He was relieved to have the shard out, but the cut itself, immersed in saltwater, stung like hell. He knew it would pass. He’d had much worse. He pinched the pad of his foot to close the slice and try to discourage the bleeding. It was stubborn. Red ribbons still drifted lazily from his foot. He sighed, already over the pain and getting impatient. He wanted to get back to fishing.

	After a minute, he let go, but he still bled. He stretched his leg, which was still sore and greatly protesting, and pulled it back up to keep pressure on it. He did this a few times. Each time he thought he had stopped leaking and let go, the red trail poured from his foot again. After the fourth or fifth time, he gave another impatient sigh, pinched, and looked up to have his anger replaced by fear.

	A shark had entered the pool, a big one, a meter and a half or so. It tossed its head and tail back and forth, tasting the water for the scent.

	“Gods!” Jeremy forgot his foot and remembered his spear. A quick glance up the rock was enough to tell him he could not scale it. There were nooks for footholds, but no place to grab. It was too high to jump and reach the top. Jeremy eyed the beast as it cruised along the opposite wall. It turned and made an oblique approach in his direction. He didn’t know a lot about sharks, but he did know enough to know the danger he was in.

	Jeremy licked the salt of the sea and sweat from his lips. The tang of fear was stronger on his tongue. He held the spear ready, watching the shark, gauging the distance, searching for a mark. He would have to make a damn good strike. Where was the best place to hit a shark? The eye, obviously, but those were only small, wavering spots to him. The head? He guessed so, but could his stick go through?

	The beast moved past him two meters away and made a sharp turn back directly at him. Jeremy hefted the spear, sending a prayer to whatever gods might hear him, and tensed to deliver the blow.

	“Hai!”

	Jeremy was startled enough to turn and look up to see a face with two arms reaching down to him. He threw the spear on top of the rock wall, made a lunge, and grabbed. A frenzy of grunting, grasping, and pulling himself up ended with Jeremy flat on hot rock, looking up at the sky.

	Two gasps preceded a whoosh of relief, and his brain began to think again with what the devil?

	Jeremy looked up and then sat up, amazed. A woman, bare from the waist up, sat on the edge of the rock, looking down into the pool. Her skin was the color of dark clover honey glowing with the light of morning. She curved everywhere, but her legs, her arms, and her waist all flowed, undulating smoothly, declaring femininity and strength. Her raven-dark hair fell in a thick veil to nearly touch the rock, and about her waist was a linen that must have been a dress at one time. Rather than hide her, the red cloth embellished the strong legs it covered, enhancing them for the eye to notice.

	Jeremy had never seen a woman like this before. She turned, and he forgot about her body.

	He had never cared for hunting deer. The dark, dewy, heavily lashed eyes of the creatures always made him pity them. The eyes that met his banished all sympathy he had ever spent on the beasts. Widened still in alarm, the doe-eyes before him made him wish to comfort her, though he was the one who had been in danger. Her face was as smooth and flowing as the rest of her, with high, firm cheekbones and a long, narrow nose. She reminded him of the delicate and exotic black-masked faces of those cats from the mysterious shores of the Eastern edge of the world. Her lips were thin and wide, deep as pomegranate and looked as sweet.

	One of her hands reached out and laid long, slender fingers on his leg. Her voice came, sultry and full, not yet deepened by age, but it was also not the voice of a child. The part of Jeremy’s brain that still functioned noted she must have been close to his age, perhaps a little older. Of course, he paid no attention to that part of his mind. He could only focus on one thing at a time, and he was working on the part attempting to decipher what she had said. Unfortunately, it had nothing to offer him. As he was starting to formulate a reply, her gaze looked him over, probably much as he had done to her. He hadn’t a stitch of clothing on and had gone through a scare in cold water to boot.

	Her gaze had returned to his face. She offered another phrase which Jeremy still did not understand. His brain caught up, though.

	He countered with, “Do you speak my language?”

	She gave no hint of comprehension. Jeremy tried again with another of the Empirical languages. Again, there was no recognition, but she did speak in response. He did not know the words but was able to note they were of a different tongue than she had used before. She was putting him to the same test.

	He sat up, taking on a more dignified pose than splayed-out-in-surprise. He queried her again and again, starting to tap into languages he was not fluent in but knew enough of to get by. She knew nearly as many as he did. This was an educated person, or at least well-traveled. He had originally used the most common languages in his life. Then, making an assumption based on her appearance, he offered those of the Ladinari descent of the empire south and east of his homeland. He scraped among the eastern and then far northern tongues. Then, his ear caught a word among those she offered.

	“Dai-noss.”

	“Dainoss?” he repeated. She looked at him hopefully.

	Yes, of course, the tribal people of the far west across the ocean from where the most valued goods in trade came. He had only learned a few words and phrases and knew any merchant worth his trade could speak the language. First, he wanted to make sure he understood her. He said a few words he knew in the language for wine, meat, fruit, necklace, fish, ending with, “Dainoss, yes?”

	Her face lit up. “Dainoss! Ahu, ahu!”

	Jeremy was elated at her double yes response but had to let it fade. He had expended most of his vocabulary, with the exception of I will trade, and a phrase that, put politely, meant that is a very appealing woman.

	The appealing woman before him offered a sentence in the language, but Jeremy had to shake his head with a shrug. He could only offer the weak explanation, telling her speak trade in Dainoss, which used the remainder of his non-object repertoire. He could only hope it translated at least half as well as he intended.

	She understood they were at an impasse, nodding with comprehension. “Speak trade, ahu.” She looked away in frustration and contemplation.

	Jeremy wanted to ask her a thousand questions, but he didn’t even know how to ask her name. At least he could get around that. “I am Jeremy,” he said, causing her to look up again. He tapped his chest. “Jeremy.”

	His words and actions brought a smile of understanding. “Zher-ah-mee?” she repeated carefully, with a hint of a roll to the R.

	Close enough. “Ahu.”

	“Zher-ah-mee,” she said again. She placed her hand on her chest. “Sanura.”

	The way she said it, it came out in three clipped syllables, the R almost rolling again, but even less, so that to Jeremy’s ear it could have been a D or a T.

	“San-oora.” Jeremy’s tongue automatically melted the syllables together. His language was the most legato of those of his knowledge. He knew it was considered genteel and romantic. He had often used it to woo women who didn’t know a word, speaking nonsense about their imbecile brothers and pompous fathers who were stupid enough to leave them unescorted with Jeremy Nottingdale on the prowl.

	The more insulting he was about the men who brought the women to the manor as baubles to show off, the warmer those women got between the thighs. His accent, what had always been his ally, his weapon, his spell, he found himself uncomfortable with for the first time. That certainly wasn’t how she had said her name. The way she said it was—well, the way he was accustomed to saying things. It was a simple word that implied deeper, exotic, sensual things. The word itself was a pleasure.

	He tried again. “Saw-new-rah.”

	The second syllable was closer this time. How could he make an emphasized U staccato?

	She accepted it, though, smiling and nodding. “Ahu, Sanura. Zher-ah-mee.”

	Jeremy nodded. They at least had that much, but what about the rest of it? What was she doing there? How had she survived, and for how long?

	Sanura rose. She went to what looked like a segment of netting that had four pahpahs in it. A couple more of them had rolled out. She gathered them back and lifted the bundle. She was foraging.

	Jeremy stood and almost ended up on his
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