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Dearest Reader,

Swept Into the Storm is a work of historical romance, and while the romance side of that equation—in all its steamy, emotional uplifting glory—is the main focus of the story, the history is painful. Central America in 1824 was a place rife with discrimination and abuse, and I could not tell a story set in that time and place without acknowledging that truth. Please be aware that this novel contains themes of chattel slavery, oppression of Native Americans and racially motivated violence. It also explores the at times uncomfortable process of someone from a dominant culture coming to terms with their own unconscious biases and narrow worldview.  

This novel is a work of my heart. I sincerely hope you enjoy it. 

All the best,
Louise
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  One
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Yucatán, Mexico. January 1824


“Señors!  Ojo!” The pilot’s black hair whipped in the wind. His hand shook as he pointed at something beyond Cameron. Something out to sea.
Cameron turned to look. 
Dark threatening clouds roiled above the churning deep. A flash of lightning. 
“Christ almighty.” David’s voice was low in Cameron’s ear, awestruck, terrified. 
“Dios te salve, María, llena eres de gracia . . .” One of the crew members started praying. The soft words hung eerily in the charged, heavy air. 
Then Cameron saw it. The wave, bigger than seemed possible, racing toward them, rising up, towering over the canoe, curling, little white flecks of foam starting to form at its peak. No time to prepare or even process what was happening. A great earsplitting crack of thunder, then the wall of water crashed down, engulfing the boat, lifting him and dragging him into the sea. 
Cold water. The roar of the ocean. 
Muffled shouts and an outstretched hand, just out of reach . . . then gone. 
The sting of salt water in his nose. Tumbling, struggling, fighting, desperate to keep his head above water. Out of breath. Limbs burning from the effort. Aching for a gulp of air. 
Exhaustion. Surrender. 
Nothing. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Cameron woke to a throbbing pain in his head. The call of seabirds. Warm, humid air rushed past his face. 
He tried to open his eyes, but they were heavy, as if his eyelids were made of lead.
His tongue was sore. He moved it. Swallowed, tried to push the bitter taste away. But there was nothing to swallow.
Thirsty. So. Bloody. Thirsty.
He lay on his side, one hand tucked under his head, the other outstretched. He wiggled his fingers. Soft dry sand slipped between them. A beach. He was alive. 
He was alive. 
For some reason, the thought surprised him, though he couldn’t quite remember why. Certainly, there’d been days when he didn’t want to wake up, but being alive had never been a surprise before.
A wave crashed, louder than the rest, and he remembered.
The sudden black clouds on the horizon. The terror in the eyes of their pilot, Agapito. The great swell. Cold water. A flash of lightning and a hand reaching for him—
Christ. Harry. David. Agapito. The others. Where were they?
Cameron’s eyes ripped open, burning, dry and gritty. The sudden light sent a stabbing pain straight to the back of his skull. His stomach heaved. He closed his eyes, clenched his jaw and curled his body in on itself as he took a series of long, deep breaths. Once the nausea subsided, he willed his eyes open again, but only halfway, squinting to keep out the light.
Beyond the haze of his salt-stiffened lashes, a pale sandy beach stretched into the distance. Empty. Above it was black rock, sharp and jagged. The thick forest of the interior was invisible from his vantage point, but a lone palm rose from the rocks, almost doubled backward by the wind. He couldn’t see the sea from where he lay, but the sky mimicked it, undulating blue grey clouds with an occasional strip of frothy white. 
He should sit up, but his body was too heavy, the light too much. He closed his eyes, grimacing as another wave of nausea came and went. 
Where was he? He couldn’t have drifted too far and survived. He had to be somewhere on the coast of Yucatán, or an island just off it. No, not an island. The map the fisherman in Cancún had drawn showed Cozumel as the only large island off this coast, and they’d circled it in the canoe the day before last, looking, unsuccessfully, for ruins to explore. There hadn’t been any beaches this large. But they’d passed at least a hundred miles of deserted coast just like this as they journeyed south. He had to be on the mainland. 
But what if he’d drifted further south? They’d been at the southernmost point of their map when the storm hit, and Cameron had no idea of the geography between Yucatán and the British Territory.
Hellfire. What he wouldn’t do for a drink of water, for his canteen still half full in the bottom of the canoe—
The canoe. Could it have survived the storm? It was a large craft, and he hadn’t actually seen it overturn. What if Harry, David and the rest were out there now, searching for him?
There was nothing for it. He needed to sit up and look.
He took a few more breaths, then slowly, painfully, pushed himself up to sitting. The light still hurt, but he ignored it as he peered out over the water. Searching . . .
The sea spread out before him, still agitated and choppy from the storm. A line of four pelicans flew low over the water, but there were no boats. No canoe. No rescue. 
What the deuce was he going to do?
He sat for some minutes, watching the waves, fighting to concentrate over the throbbing pain in his head. He had to think. Determine the best course of action. Given the tropical heat, he’d be lucky to survive two days without water. There were no rivers in Yucatán. He’d need to find a well, or some other source. But where? How? Locating water in this desolate land had been a constant challenge, and that was with a crew of three men familiar with the terrain. Finding it on his own, in his already weakened state, was unlikely. Impossible even. 
He would die here. 
Surprisingly, the realization didn’t elicit any great emotion. No panic, no heartbreak. It was simply the truth—as real and immutable as the wind blowing through his hair, or the waves lapping the shore. At least he’d settled things before he left Darnalay. Tavish, his best friend and stable master, had agreed to act as factor in his absence; and Cameron’s new heir, a distant cousin, had promised to allow Tav to continue running things if he inherited. The tenants’ lots would be secure. The castle would be looked after. Even Jane had no need of her younger brother. She had Percy and little James now. The world would carry on quite well without the eleventh Earl of Banton. Perhaps the twelfth would have a better go of it. 
But what if the others were still out there somewhere, stranded just as he was? What if they were hurt and needed his help? Cameron might not feel any great attachment to life, but he had no doubt David and Harry MacGregor did. And the crew. Mateo and Bernaldo were just youths. Agapito had a family—a wife, and a baby on the way. Cameron had to at least look for them. Get up, find water, walk up the beach—
His eye was caught by a shorebird—or what appeared to be a shorebird but perhaps was not—moving slowly toward him. His mind wanted to make it into a person, a woman, in a billowing white dress. But of course it wasn’t. They’d been sailing for days and hadn’t laid eyes on a single human being. No—Yes. It was a woman . . . a maighdeann-mhara. A  of the waves. Freya Riley used to tell stories of them, the mermaids of the lochs and seas, luring men to their deaths . . . 
No. He shook himself. He really was dazed. This woman had legs. She was no mermaid. 
She wore a huipil, the formless white blouse Maya women wore over their petticoats. She was barefoot, carrying a pair of rope sandals and walking just where the waves lapped the shore. Her eyes were trained on the sand in front of her, as if she were looking for something. As she moved closer, he could see that she was taller than most of the Maya women he’d seen, but with the same distinctive golden brown skin and jet black hair.
There had to be a village nearby, or a hacienda. 
He could only hope she spoke some Spanish. His Spanish was poor at best, but his knowledge of the Maya language was nonexistent. 
Every muscle in his body screamed in protest as he rose and started toward her.
“Hola!” He intended it as a shout, but it came out a painful dry croak, instantly whisked inland by the wind. She didn’t look up, though she was less than twenty feet away. He cleared his throat and tried again. “¡Señorita!” 
Her head jerked up. She searched the beach for the source of the sound, then her dark eyes settled on him and widened in surprise. Her black hair was caught in a loose bun at her nape, and a few strands had escaped to blow about her face. Her copper skin seemed to glow in the gloom of the day. The wind shaped the loose fitting huipil to her body . . . 
She was beautiful. 
Too beautiful to be real.
She wasn’t a mermaid, she was a dream, or a mirage.
Even still, he waved, attempting a smile as he strode painfully—and slowly—toward her through the shifting, ankle deep sand. It was a relief to reach the firm ground on the water’s edge. 
She didn’t smile back. She just stared at him, as if she, too, were doubting the reality of the situation. 
He bowed, his mind racing to find the words.
“Señorita. Por favor. Necesito agua y . . . comer. Mi canoa está. . . está . . . devil it, how do you say shipwrecked? Ummm . . .” He made a canoe with his hands, then turned it over and splayed his fingers in a gesture he hoped she would understand. “En la tempest.” Her eyes narrowed. “Y . . . necesito un bota a Mérida. O Sisal. Por favor?” He ended this pathetic speech with a wide smile, the one that charmed women of all kinds, from the weathered goodwives of Darnalay to the innocent young ladies of Mayfair. 
It didn’t work on this woman. She stared at him for a long moment. Unblinking. 
“Can you pay?”
He was dreaming. He’d imagined she’d spoken perfect English. 
“Pardón?”
“Can. You. Pay. Me? If I help you?” 
“You speak English.” 
“No. I’m speaking Maya,” she said, in perfectly enunciated, though heavily sarcastic, English. 
“But how—” 
“Never mind.” She shrugged, then resumed her walk down the beach, her footsteps reflecting silver in the sand before disappearing in the waves.
“Wait!” 
Perhaps this truly was a dream. In fact, he was almost certain it had to be, but even so, he couldn’t just let her walk away. He ran after her, every stride a painful reminder of the hours he’d spent battling the sea. 
“I can pay,” he panted. “ I—I need water. And transport. A boat. To Merida. My friends—”
“You have money?” She stopped and looked back at him, unbelievingly. Arms crossed. 
She had a point. The bulk of his money was still at the MacGregors’ house in Valladolid. What little he’d brought on this particular adventure had shared the same fate as the canoe. 
“Weell . . . aye. But not here. I’ve been shipwrecked ye see.” He smiled faintly and held up his hands to emphasize the obvious. Her expression remained unchanged. No smile. Not even a softening. “Everything’s in Valladolid,” he explained. “I can send it to you, or . . . I could come back with it. I promise. I’ll get it to you. Whatever you ask. Please.” He turned on that smile again, the one that never failed him. Except once again, it did. 
She considered him for a moment, then shook her head. “Water I can help with, but not the rest. Not without payment.” She started walking again, and again he pushed his body to catch up. 
“You dinna believe me. That I can pay.”
“You’re right.”
“What if I told you I’m a peer? An earl?” 
“Then I definitely don’t believe you.” She glanced over, pointedly looking him up and down. He was barefoot. He’d long ago given up wearing a coat in this tropical climate, and he’d been wearing the same trousers and shirt for at least two days. After battling the waves, they were nothing more than rags. 
He sighed. “Well. I canna say I’m good at it, but I am the Earl of Banton. I even have my own castle. In Scotland.”
She seemed to take interest in this, though not in the way he’d hoped. Her head whipped toward him, and she scoured him with an accusing glare. Then she quickly looked away and hastened her steps.
He trailed behind. “It’s in the Highlands . . . ’Tis very beautiful . . .” She said nothing, so he kept talking. “You’re wondering why I’m here. I was attempting to reach the ruins on the coast of Yucatán. This is Yucatán, is it not?” 
Just when he was about to ask again, she nodded, almost imperceptibly.
Why must she walk so fast? “We were close. I could see the tower in the distance when the storm blew in. Reminded me of my castle, in fact.” He paused, but she still gave no acknowledgment, just kept walking.
Christ, his head hurt.
“It wasna even my idea.” He was explaining, but really, he was pleading. Please be real. Turn around. Help me. “’Twas the MacGregor boys, David and Harry, from Valladolid. They talked me into it when we were foxed. You see, I’ve been trying to figure out what to do with myself, other than just being an earl. They decided I should try my hand at exploring. Write a book, like Humboldt or Captain Cook. It hasna worked out so far, as you can see—”
“I can take you to Belize Town. For fifty pounds.” She stopped and turned toward him.
“Fifty pounds?” That was more than he’d paid to cross the Atlantic. 
“Aye. Fifty pounds. Sterling. Or Spanish dollars. Or you may pay me in goods. Cochineal, or indigo.” 
“But I—”
“I’ll take that as collateral.” She nodded toward his right hand where he wore Father’s signet ring.
“But this was my father’s. I canna—”
“Very well. You’ll likely find some fresh water pooled on the rocks up there.” She nodded inland. “Perhaps someone else will come along this beach in . . . the next five years or so?” 
She raised a brow. Waiting.
“How do I know I can trust you?” he asked.
“You don’t.” Her dark eyes met his, betraying nothing. 
Cameron was the first to blink. Reluctantly, he twisted the ring off his pinkie and held it out to her. Already, he missed its reassuring weight.
Just a bit of rock and metal. Survival is more important. 
But it wasn’t just rock and metal. It had been a part of Father. A reminder that Cameron wasn’t really an imposter, he only felt like one. 
She examined it. The glowing orange carnelian carved with the Dunn family crest. The thick gold band. 
“My family crest.” He told her.
She raised the ring to her mouth and bit down on the gold. 
“Careful!” Cameron cringed. She would dent it for sure.
The woman nodded, satisfied, then slipped the ring onto her index finger. 
She started walking again, but this time, he kept pace. “There were others with me, in the canoe. I dinna know if they—”
“Did it capsize?” Her brow furrowed. 
“No—Or, I dinna know. There was a giant wave. It—it took me out of the boat. I dinna know what happened after that.”
She looked at him through narrowed eyes, then moved her gaze to the turbulent water, considering. “If it capsized,” she said slowly, “they’re most likely drowned. Even if not, by the time you found them, they’d be dead from thirst. More likely you’d die trying.”
He sighed. That was more or less the conclusion he’d come to. 
“If it didn’t capsize,” she continued, “they could be a hundred miles away by now. The chance they’ll find you is . . .” She shook her head, shrugged. 
“But they can get home—or to Cancún at least, right? Without me? If the canoe is alright, that is.” 
She glanced at him, then away. “Yes. Probably.” 
Cameron scrubbed his stiff, sandy hair. His eyes swept the waves one more time, searching . . . It went against his every instinct to leave without the crew, but she was right, staying was sure death. 
He sighed. “How close are we to Belize Town?” 
“Two hundred miles, a little more.”
Two hundred miles. “And we’re to walk the whole way?”
“No.” She clearly thought him a fool. “I have a boat.”
Silence settled between them. The woman looked out over the ocean as she walked, ignoring him. There was something about her . . . Yes, she was cold. Rude even. But there was an unearthly beauty to her. An intensity . . . it drew him in. Fascinated him. He could have watched her for hours and never grown tired of it. 
“What’s your name?” he asked softly. 
She didn’t answer. 
His thoughts turned to their destination. Belize Town, in the British territory on the Bay of Honduras, just south of Yucatán. The MacGregors had talked of it. Mahogany was the main export, but the British also used Belize Town as a base for smuggling goods—including heaps of cheap cotton cloth—into Mexico. In the state of Yucatán, one could buy English-made cloth for far less than the fabric Mr. MacGregor manufactured in Valladolid using locally grown cotton. The smuggled cloth was the main reason MacGregor’s factory was destined for failure, unless he and his partners could find a foreign market.
“Can I secure transport from Belize Town to Sisal?” His question broke the silence. Sisal was the port that serviced Merida, and from Merida, it would be an easy trip back to Valladolid.  
She blinked. “No. No regular service. You’d have to charter a boat, or go through Jamaica.”
“If I had money,” he muttered. “Is there a British consulate? Or a Bank of London?”
She snorted. “’Tis only a settlement. Not even a colony.” She paused. “Colonel Pye is superintendent. He might lend you money.” She raised a brow. “If you are who you say you are.”
Was she taunting him? “The ring proves it, doesna it?” 
“You could’ve stolen it.”
Cameron had had enough. Aching head or no, he would make this implacable woman smile. “Then I shall show them my feet.” He extended his bare foot, pointing it, as if showing off his toes. “These,” he declared loftily, “are the toes of an earl.”
She looked from his exceedingly ordinary toes, back up to his face. Confused.
“’Twas a jest.” He grinned at her. “I hope they have those in Belize Town at least.”
For the briefest of moments, he could imagine the beginnings of a smile on her lips, a surprised, saucy kind of smile—exactly the kind he’d hoped to elicit. But it was gone as soon as it appeared. 
Damn.
She turned, then continued up the beach. Once more, he had to jog to catch up.
“Where’s your boat?” he asked, out of breath.
“At the rancho.”
“The rancho?” 
“Aye, just another mile or so.”






  
  Two
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All Letty wanted was a solitary walk on the beach. She’d told Emeka she’d gone to look for treasure, something to increase the profits of their already profitable trip to Valladolid. And there was some truth in that. Storms often kicked things up from old shipwrecks. Over the years, she’d found numerous gold doubloons, a silver platter meant to hold a tea service, an ivory queen from a chess set.  
But, in truth, it was the wind and waves that had lured her to the beach. 
After four days on the back of a mule, she’d been eagerly anticipating the sail home. Her sloop was small, but it was infinitely more comfortable than the jostling ride over the rocky overgrown path to and from Valladolid. They’d been so close. She could practically feel the sea breeze cutting through the oppressive heat. But then the storm struck and she and Emeka had been forced to take refuge in the forest, sheltering under a tarpaulin hastily hung between two giant roots of a ceiba tree. 
When the rain finally abated, she hadn’t been able to resist the lure of the crashing surf, so she’d given her excuse and ventured down to the beach while Emeka and their mules continued on the stony inland path that led to the rancho. 
It was just what she’d needed—the water cool on her feet, the wind whipping around her, the ocean roaring, wild and grey. The power of it engulfed her, callously stripping away all her responsibility and care. It was only a temporary relief to be sure, and one she probably shouldn’t have allowed herself. But a walk on the beach hurt nothing. Changed nothing. To anyone not inside her own mind, she appeared to be beachcombing—which she was, in fact, doing. So, she indulged.
But she hadn’t found treasure. Instead, she’d found this strangely cheerful Scotsman, an earl no less. He looked the part of a shipwrecked nobleman—tattered, though finely made trousers and shirt, hair standing out at odd angles—but he didn’t act it. It was as if being stranded on this beach with her was the best thing that had ever happened to him, and the more she ignored him, the worse it became. Either he was a fool who didn’t fully understand the peril of his circumstance, or he was a madman. Either way, his constant chatter set her teeth on edge. 
Though, to be sure, the heavy gold ring on her finger outweighed any botheration posed by its owner. It was worth at least twenty pounds, and that changed the equation. Perhaps she’d found treasure after all . . . If only he’d cease talking. 
It was only a league to the rancho, but by the time they arrived, she’d heard his entire story. And it was interesting, in its way.
He’d apparently traveled from Scotland to Mexico to view a possible investment, the cotton mill in Valladolid. She knew the place, of course. She’d passed by it just two days ago on her way out of the city. It was said to be the only factory of its kind in all of Mexico. John MacGregor, the owner, was an American Scott who’d moved his family to Yucatán two years ago, after independence from Spain. He had a cousin in Glasgow who was an acquaintance of The Earl.
The Earl was impressed that the mill in Valladolid didn’t depend on the labor of children—which, apparently, was the case in most British mills—and that the cotton was purchased from independent Maya farmers, rather than slave plantations in America. He felt the model was something unique, worth investing in, so he’d come to see it himself. 
Letty had wanted to ask if he’d found the investment to be worthwhile, but she restrained herself. Better to let him blather on and keep her own interests to herself.
When they rounded the point and came into the cove that housed Rancho Morales, the Earl finally fell silent. It was a relief, as was the sight of her sloop, undamaged by the storm, bobbing gently on its moorings. Smoke curled from a cooking fire in the Casa Grande. A dog barked in the distance.
“That’s your boat?” he asked, nodding toward the sloop. 
“Yes.” 
“How long will it take to get to Belize Town?”
“Depends on the wind. Two days or so.”
The path Emeka had taken to the rancho had been more direct. By the time they arrived, he’d already unloaded the mules, tethered them, and was on his way to the Casa Grande to pay the señora her fee. The old man stopped short, though, at the sight of them. His brows furrowed in question at her companion. 
“Stay here,” she commanded the Earl, then she left him and pulled Emeka aside. “I found him on the beach.” She kept her voice low. “He’ll be sailing home with us.” 
“A shipwreck?” Emeka eyed the man over her shoulder, then raised his voice to address the Earl. “Do you speak English?” 
“I do.” The Earl approached with a swagger and another one of his obnoxious grins. “And it was canoe-wrecked, to be precise. I washed up with the storm.” He bowed slightly. “Cameron Dunn, Lord Banton, at your service.”
Letty’s lips tightened in annoyance as Emeka’s curled into a smile. “Chukwuemeka Onyekachukwu.” He introduced himself, then chuckled at the Earl’s wide eyes. “Call me Emeka.” 
The Earl looked from Emeka to Letty, obviously trying to determine the relationship between them. “Are you—”
“Mr. Dunn needs water.” Letty interrupted. “And food. Before we depart.” She moved toward the Casa Grande, glad to have a reason to leave the Earl behind. “I’ll go—” 
Emeka put out a hand to stop her. “I’ll take care of it. I have to give the señora her pay anyhow.” He leveled his gaze at her. “You want anything, Letty?” 
“I just want to be off,” she muttered. 
Emeka gave her that chafing look she’d seen so often since Father’s death, a mix of sympathy and concern. “We’ll be off as quick as we can.” He turned and disappeared into the house. 
The Earl—Mr. Dunn—eyed her. “Is he your . . .”
“Slave?” she finished for him. Emeka was a black man. Of course, the Earl, a titled white man, would jump to conclusions. “I don’t own slaves.” Emeka had been Father’s dearest friend and business partner. Since Father’s death, he’d taken on a new, watchful role in her life, and though he was technically retired—and she could have had anyone she worked with assist her on these smaller missions—Emeka always insisted on coming. 
“Good.” The Earl flashed her yet another smile. “Your name’s Letty.” He seemed victorious in the knowledge. 
Letty tried hard not to scowl at him. And failed. What was it about this man? “You may call me Miss Monro,” she bit out. “And you’re Mr. Dunn.”
“Weel . . . technically, I should insist you address me as Lord Banton.” He winked. “But under the circumstances, call me Cameron.” 
She had no idea what to say to that, so she gave him a tight nod, then turned away.
Why was he so intent on charming her? What was the use? She’d already agreed to help him. Perhaps he was attempting to make up for his appearance, which was singularly unremarkable. Red hair, pale complexion freckled by the sun. He was neither short, nor tall. Neither fat, nor thin. The only remarkable thing about him seemed to be his quick smile, and his eyes. They were a striking shade of brown. Warm and rich, like chocolate, or mahogany. And there was something almost . . . dangerous about them. The way he looked at her. Over the years, Letty had learned to ignore her discomfort when confronting someone. She usually had no trouble holding a man’s gaze, sizing him up, intimidating him even. But with this man . . . she found herself turning away. 
She could feel those brown eyes on her as she collected the things Emeka had left near the house, the empty saddle bags, their valises, Father’s pistol—which she foolishly had not brought with her to the beach—and the rough woven henequen bag full of Spanish dollars. Arms full, she started toward the water, where a canoe waited to ferry them out to her sloop.
She’d just gotten the first load to the canoe when señora Morales’ son, Juan, came out with a water gourd. He offered it to the Earl, and the man accepted, drinking deeply.
It was a relief to be alone again. Unobserved.
The heavy henequen bag landed with a satisfying thud on the floor of the canoe. Silver clinked against silver. The forty-eight silly little bottles of French perfume she’d sold in Valladolid had netted seventy percent profit. Three hundred fifty Spanish dollars, equivalent to eighty-eight pounds sterling. Add the fifty the Earl had promised and this would be her most profitable run yet. Perhaps in another two years, she’d have saved enough to sail away from this coast for good, start her new life in London.
The Earl might be disconcerting. And annoying. But finding him had been a stroke of good fortune. Of course, she never would’ve left him on the beach. That would’ve been unthinkably cruel. She’d asked for payment on the off chance he had coin on him, but she hadn’t really expected him to, and it’d been pure luck she’d noticed his ring before she’d given up and helped him for free. Moving fifty pounds from Valladolid to the British settlement would take considerable effort. But there was something about that ring that was special to him. She could tell from the look on his face when she’d demanded it, as if she were demanding he cut off a part of his own body. He’d do whatever was necessary to get it back. 
She started up the beach to retrieve the remaining saddle bags. Juan and the Earl were deep in conversation, the Earl making wild hand gestures that she guessed were meant to describe his mishap at sea. 
He was nothing like what she’d imagined a peer to be. He seemed sympathetic to the plight of others . . . and that comment about his toes—the moment he’d almost succeeded in making her laugh—he’d seemed to mock the peerage and their pretensions.
She shook her head, clearing away the errant thoughts. It didn’t matter. Father had dedicated his life to destroying the system this man represented, peerage, the privileges of the few at the expense of the many, the very idea that one man could be somehow better, more important than another simply as a function of his birth. 
Emeka and señora Morales emerged from the house. The señora spoke to the Earl and handed him a bowl of food, then she and Emeka settled down to smoke while he ate. Letty hoisted the last of the saddlebags, exhaling in annoyance. They looked so relaxed, as if they were going to stay here all day. 
Botheration. She would have to hurry this along. The voyage ahead promised to be uncomfortable at best, and Letty just wanted to get it over with. 

      [image: image-placeholder]“Gracias.” Cameron brought the gourd again to his lips. 
Sweet. Heavenly. Water. 
Pain still reverberated between his forehead and the base of his skull, but it was less now. Bearable.
“Ahhh . . .” He exhaled his appreciation, then shot the lad who’d brought him the libation a grin. The boy was in that awkward stage between child and adult. Gawky, not quite grown into his limbs. Twelve maybe, or thirteen, with longish black hair chopped off at a blunt angle, and bright, inquisitive eyes. At first, he only peered curiously at Cameron as he drank, but after the encouragement of Cameron’s smile, he fired off a rapid series of questions in Spanish. None of which Cameron understood.
“No entiendo.” Cameron chuckled, shaking his head. “Me llamo Cameron. Soy de Escocia.” He recited the familiar words he’d been taught when he arrived in Mexico. 
The boy’s eyes widened. “Escocia,” he murmured. “Está muy lejos.”
“Sí.” Cameron grinned. “¿Cuál es tu nombre?”
“Juan.” 
“Encantado, Juan.” He rose to bow a formal greeting, and the boy’s eyes widened even farther.
Cameron did his best to describe through hand gestures, and a few mispronounced Spanish words, just how he’d arrived on the beach. Juan listened intently, good-naturedly helping him with his garbled Spanish. Cameron had found most people he’d met in Yucatán to be like this boy—hospitable, open to conversation, and quick to forgive his stumbling grasp of their language.
The exception, of course, was the mysterious Miss Monro. Who was she? Her accent wasn’t Spanish, or Maya, but it wasn’t British or Scottish either. It was some combination. Her voice was low, and rich, her speech musical, lilting. Like water flowing over smooth stones.  
She was a beauty. The kind of ethereal beauty Cameron would never even try to pursue, lest he embarrass himself. 
But he should have been able to make her smile. And his lack of success so far only made the challenge more formidable. And alluring. It would be a victory worth winning.
After a time, Emeka and an older woman with a kind, weathered face came out of the house and joined them on the verandah. Emeka introduced the woman as Señora Morales, Juan’s mother and the mistress of this rancho. Señor Morales was out fishing with Juan’s older brothers. 
“Pobrecito.” Poor boy. The señora shook her head in sympathy as she handed Cameron a bowl of posole, the thick corn and bean soup that seemed to be a staple of the people here. He took a bite. It was spicy, flecked with little red chiles, and it felt agreeably weighty in his stomach.
“Muchas gracias, señora.” He nodded his appreciation. “Es muy rico.”
“De nada.” The señora and Emeka both settled on nearby chairs, stretching out their legs and leaning back comfortably. 
The woman pulled two cigars out of her apron pocket. She handed one to Emeka, and the two began to smoke. A pleasant silence fell over the group. The only sound was the wind and the waves, and the call of seabirds, punctuated by the occasional clinking of Cameron’s spoon against the tin bowl. The sweet aroma of cigar smoke mingled with orange blossoms. 
When he’d finished eating, Juan took Cameron’s bowl inside. Señora Morales fished another cigar from her pocket and held it out to him. He accepted. And while Emeka and the señora conversed in Spanish, Cameron sat back and smoked, taking in his surroundings. 
The rancho was made up of five palm thatched buildings. The one where they sat was the largest. A group of mules was tethered nearby, contentedly munching on a pile of glossy green leaves. A few chickens and turkeys milled about, pecking for bugs. Two hogs stretched out lazily in a pen. Inland, past all the buildings, Cameron could just make out a clearing in the forest where two women worked in a large milpa—a field of corn, beans, and squash. 
It seemed inconceivable that people could live here, so far from any town, without a road even to connect them with the rest of the world. Yet here they were. 
His thoughts drifted to Emeka, puffing on his cigar and amicably chatting with the señora. He was of African descent. Certainly, his name proved the point, but his appearance did as well. He had sable skin, short cut black hair and the beginnings of a white beard stubbling his face. A webwork of lines appeared around his eyes when he smiled, which he seemed to do often. His dress, though, reminded Cameron of an English sailor—loose white trousers, a cotton shirt with a cravat and a red waistcoat—and like Miss Monro, his speech had a lilting, musical cadence unfamiliar to Cameron’s ear. 
Miss Monro had seemed offended when he’d asked if the man was her slave, but it’d seemed plausible. Slavery had been banned in Yucatán, but Emeka and Miss Monro were from the British territory to the south where it was still quite legal, and apparently commonplace. MacGregor had told him the mahogany industry there depended on slave labor. 
Cameron had not met any enslaved people, or free blacks for that matter. He’d seen them, on the streets of Glasgow, and he’d listened to speeches and read memoirs and pamphlets decrying the plight of African slaves in the West Indies. He’d always imagined them a downtrodden race. Sad and subdued. Pleading for salvation. This man was not like that at all. He seemed content. Happy. 
Cameron found himself looking forward to seeing this place, where free black people and the Maya mingled with smugglers and loggers on the edge of the empire. Perhaps he’d find what he’d been seeking—a purpose, or at least a diversion . . . 
Cameron sat back, watching the smoke from his cigar curl up into the air, then blow away. His eyelids were heavy. It was so pleasant here. He did want to see the British Settlement, someday, but at this moment, he just wanted to stay here, in this remote paradise. Rest—
“It’s time to go.” Miss Monro’s clipped words cut through the haze of his thoughts. She was standing with her hands on her hips, glaring at the occupants of the verandah as if they’d done something terribly wrong. 
Instinctively, Cameron’s mind started searching for ways to break through her imposing veneer. He’d already used his feet . . . that had almost worked. Perhaps a joke about the color of his hair, or something about being shipwrecked . . . But the impulse blurred. He was too tired to think. Anyway, there would be plenty of time on the boat.  
Emeka stubbed out his cigar and rose, hoisting a large crate holding provisions for their trip. Cameron handed his cigar back to the señora, then bid her farewell and followed the older man down the steps. Juan came behind, carrying two large gourds full of water. Miss Monro came last of all, arms crossed and frowning, as if she suspected one of them might attempt escape. 
A sudden thought stopped Cameron mid-stride. How had he forgotten? 
“Wait.” He turned back to face Miss Monro. “Could you ask them to watch out for my crew? If they happen to find this place . . .”
Miss Monro grunted in ascent, then spoke a few words of rapid Spanish to Juan. The boy listened intently, then nodded, understanding. He grinned at Cameron. “No hay problema, señor.”
“Gracias, Juan. Muchas gracias.”
Everything was loaded into a canoe, which the lad piloted out to the sailboat. Juan paddled in close, then held the canoe steady so Emeka could strip off the oilcloth cover. It was a small craft, not more than twenty-five feet long, with a towering mast. There was no cabin. No shelter of any kind, save a small storage compartment in the front and lockers under the rough benches that lined both sides of the hull. 
Cameron had little experience with boats such as these, or boats at all, but it appeared seaworthy. And certainly the storm had passed.
Letty stepped in first. She motioned for Cameron to come aboard then worked with Emeka to transfer their baggage and stow it away. There was a quick farewell, then Juan turned the canoe back toward the beach. Letty unfurled the sails. Emeka carefully steered the boat out of the cove, and they were off.






  
  Three
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The wind was brisk and the sky grey, but the sea seemed to have calmed since earlier in the day. The boat cleared the mainland, then Emeka turned south. Cameron was surprised when, almost immediately, the ancient white stone castle came into sight. This was nearly the same view he’d seen just before the storm struck.  Amazing. He must have washed ashore at almost the exact place they’d been when he was swept out of the canoe.
Miss Monro gazed out to sea. Cameron had no energy to break her stony silence, so he turned to Emeka.
“Ever been there?” He nodded toward the ruins.
Emeka shrugged. “Passed it a hundred times. Never had the time to stop.” 
“You make this trip often?”
“Every few months. Depending.” Emeka glanced warily at Letty, then back to Cameron. He shook his head, a clear indication that the conversation couldn’t go any further. 
The truth finally dawned on him. Of course. The mules. Her unfriendliness. Their frequent trips. The British Settlement. 
Miss Monro and Emeka were smugglers. 
That heavy-looking henequen bag she’d so carefully stowed away was full of coins paid for smuggled goods. 
Cameron wasn’t sure what to do with this new information, so for now, he ignored it.
He turned his attention back to Emeka. “I could’ve stayed at that rancho for a week.” 
The older man nodded in agreement. “’Tis peaceful.” 
“Aye, but why all the way out here? It must be . . .” He searched for the right word. “Inconvenient.”  
“Morales’d be hung if he showed his face in any of the towns.” Emeka left Cameron to mull over that bit of information for a few minutes while he devoted his attention to the sail. Finally, he turned back. “Used to be a pirate.”
Cameron sucked in his breath. “A pirate.”
Emeka grinned. “You’d be surprised how many you’ll still find in these parts. They say, in his youth, Morales was—”
“I’ll take the helm.” Letty interrupted with her usual good cheer. “Get some rest.” She directed her words to Emeka, ignoring Cameron completely. “With this wind, one of us will need to be alert all night.” 
Emeka looked to Letty, then back to Cameron. He shrugged, grinning. “We’ll talk of pirates later.” He winked, then ceded his seat to Letty and dug around in a storage locker, coming away with two rolled up blankets. He held one out to Cameron. “You look like you could do with some rest yourself, lad.”
Cameron stared blankly at the cotton blanket. His head was pounding even worse than before, and it was now joined by a pain in his lower back. The constant wind, the weight of the posole in his stomach, the events of the day . . . it was too much. He did need sleep. 
“Thank you. Both.” He unrolled the blanket, laid himself down on the belly of the boat, and was soon fast asleep, lulled by the steady rocking of the waves. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The Earl slept for ten hours. 
Emeka woke and took over the helm just after dark, leaving Letty no choice but to bed down beside the Scotsman in the bottom of the boat. She tried to ignore the gentle sounds of his breathing in her ear, the faint heat coming off his body. But she didn’t sleep well. Just before sunrise, she gave up trying and took command again. Emeka seemed quite comfortable in the presence of the sleeping Earl. In less than five minutes, he was snoring. 
The clouds had blown away, the moon had set hours before, but the stars were bright, still undimmed by the faint light beginning to show on the horizon. Mars hung overhead, shimmering like a red jewel. Her eyes traced the familiar patterns Father had taught her so long ago. Leo, Virgo, Centaurus. Gemini. 
Then her gaze wandered to the Earl, sleeping peacefully at her feet. She let her eyes linger on his face. It was a kind face, guileless, unassuming. Thick lashes brushed against his cheeks. Freckles dotted his nose. She’d thought him a fool when he seemed so unconcerned with his own circumstance, but he’d been extraordinarily worried about his crewmates, hadn’t he? He seemed so innocent, sleeping in the bottom of her boat. But when he looked at her, it was . . . disconcerting. She felt naked in his eyes, as if he could see right through her.
She frowned, studying the Earl. What would Father have thought of him, this nobleman who shared his homeland? Father had often railed about the politics of Britain. The injustices. But he rarely spoke of his childhood, his family, his home. The few times he did, just before he died, there’d been a sadness in his tone, a longing that made her wonder . . . What was it like? Scotland?
She was still watching the Earl when his eyes opened and met hers. She braced herself for the discomfort of his knowing grin, but instead of smiling, he grimaced, bringing his hand to his forehead. 
“My head . . .” His voice was strained. He closed his eyes tight, then opened them, blinking rapidly. He sat up half-way, groaned, then laid back down. “I think—I think I have a fever.”
How had she not noticed? The beads of perspiration on his forehead glinted in the dawn light. His shirt stuck to his chest. His skin shone pale in the darkness.
“Is th-there another b-blanket?” His teeth were chattering.
She grabbed her own blanket and knelt to drape it over him. 
He was trembling. 
She put her hand to his forehead. It was burning.
“This isna good.” His words mimicked her thoughts. “I’m s-sorry.”
“There’s no point in—”
“No.” He gripped her arm.
“But—” She shook him off, then moved to tuck the blanket around him. 
“You dinna like me.”
“I—”
“And th-this only m-makes it worse. I’m s-sorry.” 
“It’s not your fault.” 
There was a pause. His breathing was controlled yet ragged. He seemed in a great deal of pain. 
“Water?” he whispered.
She rose and fetched a tin cup, filling it from the large calabaza the señora had given them. There were only two, and the first was nearly empty. That should have been sufficient for the trip, but with a sick man on board . . . They would need to stop at the well in Xcalak. 
She returned to him, and with a groan, he brought himself onto his elbows. She wrapped an arm around him, supporting him while he drank. His ears were well formed. His hair fine, and surprisingly soft . . . And his body was burning with fever.
He handed her the empty cup with a weak smile, and she gently lowered him to the blanket. 
A small thread of panic wove its way through her thoughts. Like it or not, she was responsible for this man. He was ill, perhaps gravely so, and they were still more than a day’s journey from home. As irritated as she’d been, she now found herself missing his jokes, his asinine cheerfulness. No one else had ever tried to make her laugh with such single-minded determination. 
But he was not trying to make her laugh now.
“Th-thank you.” He shakily drew the blanket around himself, then closed his eyes. After a few breaths, he began speaking, softly, but with a great deal of concentration. “I studied medicine. Before I knew I w-was goin’ to be an earl.” He took a long breath. “I—I must have the ag-gue an’ fever . . . of the t-tropics. I n-need cinchona—Peru bark. I b-brought some with, but . . .” He stopped and opened his eyes, peering up at her with an earnestness that made her want to reach out and stroke his hair, comfort him. “D-do you think I may find some i-in Belize Town?”
She repressed the urge to touch him, but the words that slipped out were hardly less disturbing. “We keep a vial at our house on the Caye. If you’re still ill when we arrive, I’ll bring you there. You may stay till you recover.”
His eyes widened. “Th-thank you.” He paused, then closed them again. “I’m s-so sorry.”
“Would you stop apologizing?” She didn’t mean to sound disagreeable, but it came out that way. She paused, softening her tone. “’Tis only one more day. I’m sure you’ll be fine by then.” 
He said nothing, just looked at her with pained eyes. They both knew he would likely not be fine in the next day, or the one after that.
“What happened with the factory?” she asked, partly because she wanted to know, but mostly to distract them both from his illness.
“The—factory?” He seemed confused.
“In Valladolid. Did you decide to invest?”
“Oh.” He sighed. “No.”  
“Why not?”
He stared at her for a few breaths, then finally, haltingly, he spoke. “MacG-gregor canna sell his cloth in Mexico, b-because—” He hesitated, whether from pain, or reluctance to say what came next, she couldn’t tell. “Because B-british cloth, smuggled in, is ch-cheaper.” 
He must have guessed she was a smuggler. 
“He wants t-to export,” the Earl continued, “and I—I thought to b-buy from him, and sell it at home, to the abolitionists and p-people who dinna like child labor. Like they do with s-sugar from the East Indies.” He closed his eyes.
It was a good idea. A great idea. From what Letty had read, slavery-free sugar from the East Indies was a popular product among the abolitionists in England. 
“So why didn’t you?” she asked.
“Export t-tariffs are t-too high. Nobod-dy at home would ab-ble to p-pay. Or—not-t enough of th-them.” He was shivering violently now.
“What do you know of the abolitionists? In England, I mean?” 
She waited a long time, but he didn’t respond. He must have fallen asleep again. 
He looked so vulnerable, lying there. Without thinking, she gave into temptation and reached out to brush her fingers over his cheek, his forehead—still hot with fever—his hair . . . 
What was she doing?
She jerked her hand back, rose, then returned to her post.

      [image: image-placeholder]The Earl slept, but not peacefully. His body jerked one way, then another. He mumbled and shouted in his sleep. The commotion woke Emeka, who took one look then agreed a stop in Xcalak was necessary. They needed more water, and they could see about finding Peru bark for purchase.
Just after sunrise, they reached the small fishing village, the southernmost point of the Mexican coast. Letty steered the boat into the small cove and stayed with the Earl while Emeka waded ashore. 
The Scotsman woke just after Emeka left, but closed his eyes as soon as he’d opened them, wincing in pain. He said nothing, but he accepted a cup of water before dropping back into sleep . . . or delirium. She couldn’t tell which. 
He was still sweating, but now he had the blanket pushed off and was tossing this way and that. Tugging at his shirt. The sun was moving higher in the sky, only making him hotter. 
She crouched beside him, shading him with her body and bringing her hand to his forehead. At her touch, his eyes flew open, wide and glassy. They fixed on her.
“Beauty.” His breath was a whisper. His eyes were pools of warm brown mahogany, glazed with fever. His hand came to rest on her cheek, the heat of his fingers like a burn on her skin. His eyes never left her face as he traced her brow with his thumb. Then her lips.
She couldn’t look away. 
He inhaled sharply, then suddenly, his eyes closed again. His hand dropped, and he let out a strangled cry. 
Letty sat for a moment. Stunned. Then after a few shaky breaths, she stood and resumed her post at the helm. 
He was delirious. Of course, it wasn’t her he
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