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      Being lost on a sailboat in the middle of the ocean seemed romantic in the movies, but in all those movies the captains were handsome, capable men, not the drunkard woman I hired. I should have known better than to venture into the South Pacific on a whim and while this wasn’t my dream, it had become my nightmare. Trying to focus, I reminded myself that every challenge could be turned into a learning opportunity, but it didn’t work. The only wisdom I could extract from this particular situation was not to trust strangers, and not to be so cheap the next time I chartered a boat. If there was a next time.

      Below deck, I slammed a drawer shut and glared at the mess of clothes, charging cables, books, kitchen tools, towels, broken Christmas lights, and other whatchamacallits now on the floor. I’d turned this piece-of-shit boat upside down twice and still nothing. Leaving the galley in chaos, I marched up to the lounge and found Bambi—the halfwit captain I’d hired a month and a half ago—on a chair near the helm. The small‑framed woman with leathery, sun-darkened skin had fallen asleep in the sun. Eyes closed, her head bobbed from side to side, lolling with the boat’s movement. Her right arm hung down with the other curled inside her light windbreaker.

      “Wake up!” I yelled. She didn’t flinch. “Where’s the GPS? And the satellite phone?”

      Bambi mumbled something incoherent.

      At the last marina, I caught her trading my solar charger for a small bottle of liquor. I leaned in closer to hear better. “Did you sell them?”

      She opened her eyes and squinted at me. “Hi, Sydney,” she said with a crooked smile. Her breath reeked of alcohol. “Whatcha want, babe?” she garbled, sounding exactly like the radio on the boat, and took out a nearly empty bottle from under her shirt.

      I grabbed it from her hand, almost pulling Bambi out of her seat along with it.

      “What is this?” I made a big show of checking the label on the bottle as if I didn’t already know what it was. “Where’d you get it?”

      Soon after we’d sailed from Australia, I’d learned Bambi was a not-so-recovering alcoholic. She had conveniently forgotten to mention this detail during our interview regarding captaining a sailboat for a three-month journey. Her face was kind, but battered by weather and sun. She spoke knowledgeably about the areas where I intended to scatter my father’s ashes on the tropical islands. Her résumé listed as many years of experience as any other captain I’d met. But I was a thirty-year-old software engineer, with no self-defense training. If a man were to attack me on a boat in the middle of nowhere, all I could throw at him would be complicated algorithms and lines of code. Bambi seemed a safer bet.

      Turned out, I was wrong. Shocker.

      Bambi’s head sagged, and her body started to slide off the chair. I caught her just in time and propped her up, steadying her against the back of her seat. “We agreed you wouldn’t buy any more booze.” I fought to keep my voice even.

      After her last bender, Bambi had surrendered her cash willingly and showed me where she had stashed bottles, which I poured out. At each island, we shopped together for provisions, then a taxi would take us to a peaceful cove. Bambi would stay in the car with our hired driver while I said goodbye to my father one more time. Not much booze-buying to be done there. The only other times we’d been separated on the trip were when she had to do whatever captains did to take care of their boats—maintenance or whatever. I’d used that time to find a place with decent Wi-Fi and reconnect to the life I’d left behind. It wasn’t that much of a life, really. Still, I needed to check my email and send my friend Tina an “I’m okay” note at every stop or she’d worry.

      “Open your eyes, Bambi.” My hands started to shake from anger or nerves (or both) and I inhaled the salt air and slowly let it out. “Tell me the truth. Did you sell my GPS and the phone to get this brandy?”

      “It isn’t brandy. It’s rum,” Bambi slurred.

      I gritted my teeth. “Answer the question.”

      “Maybe?”

      “Maybe?” My eyes went so big they hurt. “What the hell? How are we supposed to know where we are or where we’re going? The navigation on this stupid tin can of a boat has failed, and you sold our only backup. We have no way to call for help.”

      “We’ll be okay. The stars will guide us.” Bambi threw her arm out toward the sky, nearly falling out of her chair again.

      “Damn it!” I hurled the glass bottle into the ocean.

      A brief wave of regret coursed through me—should I have placed a message inside? A harsh chuckle escaped me. We were probably goners. In all my meticulous research I knew that in normal circumstances, a sailboat would have at least one backup GPS device, if not several. But Bloody Mary was clearly anything but normal. In retrospect, the boat name should’ve been my first red flag.

      I walked as far as I could from the drunken fool, making it to the foredeck. A full forty feet away. Not far enough.

      “Well done, Dad,” I muttered staring into the vast expanse of nothing but blue water and sky. “Well. Done.”

      Okay, so it wasn’t technically my father’s fault I was in this predicament. He wasn’t to blame for my rock bottom after mom died and he got sick, and it certainly wasn’t his fault that my husband had filed for divorce.

      It took two years of suffering before I decided to change my life. At first, the thought of me chartering a boat for three months was absurd. But the more Tina pressured me into it, the more the idea grew on me. Until in the end it seemed to be cathartic, necessary even, and with each passing minute, the idea of not sailing worsened.

      Until now.

      Standing at the bow’s edge, holding onto the lines, I let the cool mist from the waves bring back some semblance of normality.

      Returning below deck, ignoring a moaning Bambi, I tidied my stateroom and the galley, both in shambles after my frantic search. I ran my finger over the engraving on the urn, allowing myself a smile, “Follow me at your own risk.” My father had always been a wisecracker. He’d written those words into his will, but I bet he hadn’t thought it would be used before he turned sixty. Or that I’d follow his mapped-out sailing pipedream. I carefully placed my father’s ceramic urn back into its bright green flotation bag, having pulled it out earlier in my frenzy—even though there’d been no reason the GPS or phone would’ve been inside it.

      Damn it, Bambi. The reason I’d bought a portable GPS at our second stop a month earlier was because she didn’t have navigation aboard the Bloody Mary—correction: the navigation was spotty. Up until tonight, secured with a functional GPS (or I foolishly thought we had them), things had been going well. Bambi taught me to catch and fillet fish, some boating etiquette, and how to tie different knots. I got used to short showers and sleeping without air-conditioning, and I enjoyed sunny days filled with trouble-free tasks.

      Except nothing Bambi had shared about sailing was valuable right now.

      For the next two hours, with my head clutched between my hands, I studied the nautical charts strewn across the desk, trying to guess where we were. I had no clue, but we for sure had arrived at Destination Fucked. Our last stop had been Talava Arches, Niue, and we were supposed to be on our way to the Cook Islands. With no major issues, it would’ve been a six to seven-day trip. Today was day nine, and the weather conditions had been mostly perfect.

      “Shit.” A frustrated groan left my mouth, and I shoved the maps off the table, as I spotted that the cooktop—on a gimbal to keep it level—swayed more than usual. Double shit. I’d been so consumed with figuring out our location, I hadn’t noticed the increasing rocking of the boat. Thunder rolled not far away. Peering through the narrow window, I realized the line where the ocean met the sky had disappeared, both blending into blackness. On the horizon lightning flashed every few seconds, piercing the dark.

      Abandoning the maps, I hurried into my berth and yanked my lifejacket from its spot. Just in case we’d have to desert the sailboat, I stuffed the plastic baggie with my passport and wallet between my chest and the vest. With alarm settling deep inside my bones, I climbed to the main deck to check on Bambi.

      The wind was no longer a friendly breeze but a full-on gale. Lightning lit up the unsettling skies, and a chill of panic pelted me along with the cold rain. In the distance, two monstrous waterspouts scudded across the ocean. They were miles away, but Bloody Mary was in their path. This was the moment when I needed a stronger word than “fuck.”

      Loose strands of hair lashed my face. I tried to smooth them away, but it was pointless. Bambi was lowering the mainsail. Bracing against the wall for balance and gripping the lines, I staggered to help her.

      “Sydney, tighten the⁠—”

      The wind in my ears blocked most of her instruction, but I scrambled to snatch the line she threw at me, my fingers missing it by inches. Bambi rushed closer, grabbed the rope, and began to secure it. She finally looked like a captain, her face sober with fear.

      “Where’s your lifejacket?” I shouted.

      “You’ll go overboard. Get back inside.”

      Bambi was a captain, but I wasn’t about to take her orders and let her risk her life. “I’ll get it for you.”

      Waves buffeted the boat as I struggled to make my way to the galley. The cabinet doors flapped open, their contents rolling around on the floor. Every single thing had fallen out: books, papers, cans, water bottles. I’d envisioned this situation countless times—what I’d do if we were caught in a bad squall—but right now, my thoughts were scattered in different directions. Standing near the door to Bambi’s cabin, I pressed my hands hard against the walls on either side as another big wave hit, and the books, secured by a wire, broke free and showered down on me. My hands flew to my head. The next wave jolted the boat and drove me headfirst into the table.

      Ignoring the sting of pain in my forehead, I braced myself on hands and knees and moved through the mess to where Bambi’s lifejacket hung on a hook. I snatched it, then crawled as fast as I could to the steps leading up to the deck. My pulse hammered beneath my skin, and beads of cold sweat covered my face as I forced the hatch open and fought my way outside. The sky looked awash with fireworks of electrical discharge stealing my breath for a moment, long enough that I only caught the boom that swung with force to my left out of the corner of my eye, sending my heart to my throat. I ducked, avoiding a direct blow to my head.

      The wind screamed like a band of coyotes, rain battered my face, and waves crashed against the boat with terrifying power. Holding the helm, Bambi battled the rogue waters.

      “Put this on!” I thrust the lifejacket at her and grabbed the handles as if I knew what to do.

      Struggling with her balance, Bambi threw the lifejacket over her shoulders and threaded her arms through the openings. A sudden gust heeled Bloody Mary low, knocking Bambi and me off our feet. My left hand lost its grip on the helm, and my body jolted with a sickening twist. The lightning struck, and my gaze locked with Bambi, her eyes wild with fear and⁠—

      She hurtled overboard.

      My God!

      I swallowed a surge of nausea, both from panic and the endless tossing. The boat pitched, and I stumbled to the rail where the life ring hung. I released the red lifesaver from its cradle and readied to toss it, but I wasn’t sure where to throw it.

      “Bambi!” My eyes frantically scoured the waters, searching for my captain. Hoping the life ring would find her, I tossed it over and grabbed the helm. With all the energy left in me, I pointed the stern into the waves. Wasn’t that what she once said to do?

      As the sea violently thrashed Bloody Mary, sobbing and praying for Bambi’s and my survival, I rode out the storm for what felt like long, terrifying hours. I should have listened to my first gut feeling weeks ago that pursuing someone else’s dream unprepared was foolish and definitely not honorable. My drenched body trembled, and my fingers lost any feeling in them as I gripped the helm tight. There was no end to the unutterable abyss … until a bolt of lightning split the darkness, outlining an island on the horizon. I blinked then turned the wheel, desperate for land, safety, survival. A sudden screeching sound came from deep within the boat, and I was propelled forward, hitting the steering wheel. Another jerk pushed me back, then tossed me sideways. My fingers slipped from their grasp, my hands clutching thin air, searching for a hold on anything and finding nothing. The next moment, I was thrown into the raging murkiness of the water.
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      I opened my eyes, disorientated, my skin damp with sweat or ocean water. A moan escaped my lips as I tried to move. My mouth was dry. When I swallowed, what little saliva there was scraped my throat. I pushed myself upright, and my sore muscles screamed as my mind struggled to make sense of where I was. The room spun out of control. Shutting my eyes, I fell back and waited for the queasiness to pass.

      I repeated the breathing technique the nurse who visited my dad taught me: breathe in through your nose for four seconds, hold breath for seven, and then exhale through your mouth for eight, repeat three more times. After several repetitions, when the dizziness and nausea subsided, I stared up at a wood ceiling with blue flaking paint. Probably lead-based since it appeared to be old. Focusing on something, even something small, like chipped paint, would calm me, so I gave it full rein. My dad had watched This Old House religiously. Even after his condition had worsened and he hadn’t been paying attention to the television anymore, I’d kept his favorite DIY show playing in the background.

      Turning my head to the right I spotted an old bookcase against the wall. Books of different heights and thicknesses were crammed in every available space. Romances and beach reads neighbored classics and non-fiction. A small brown lizard rushed across the shelf, its long tail dragging behind, before it quickly disappeared around a large conch shell.

      Sitting on top of the bookcase was a stack of identical metal boxes, one of which had a small lock. What was so important about that particular box? Money, perhaps, or important papers and documents were secured inside. Passport. My hands flew to my chest. The lifejacket I’d worn was gone, along with the baggie that held my papers. My jean shorts and shirt were gone too, and I wore an unfamiliar, wrinkled linen shirt instead. Too large. I peeked underneath and breathed a sigh of relief—my green bikini was still on.

      A sharp pain of memory sliced through me. Bambi’s eyes before a wave swept her away. My breath caught in my chest as if my lungs had collapsed under the weight. She was dead, had to be. She was a drunken fool and a thief, but still, I’d liked Bambi and her very likely made-up adventure stories. She would start with, “This was interesting…” and then continue telling me something that wasn’t interesting for the first ten minutes. At first they annoyed me but now I would give anything to hear them again.

      My heart throbbed in agony, and a raw sob ripped out of me. I should have gone after her right away. I’d had my lifejacket fully secured on me. I might have saved us both. And then the swoop of old sorrow seized my breathing, the weight of another realization so heavy I physically couldn’t bring myself to take the next breath.

      “Oh God,” I gasped as if I had come from under the water. My father’s ashes. They were on the boat. Because of my ignorance, I wouldn’t be able to finish honoring his dream. If only I could go back in time and talk myself out of going sailing.

      Closing my eyes, I laid my head back on the pillow and cried until I was empty of tears and my throat burned.

      After a while, when my breathing normalized, and I convinced myself that crying bore no results, I faced left. An oil lantern and a tired aluminum mug holding a cluster of bright pink and purple tropical flowers sat on a nightstand beside the bed. I reached out and touched the petals, my hand a visual medley of the pain as I noted bruises and dry scratches that hadn’t been there before. I had no recollection of what had happened after my fall overboard. This place didn’t look like a hospital. Leaning on my elbows, I raised myself to survey the rest of the area.

      Along with the queen size bed I was in, the room housed a sofa with sagging cushions that had seen better days, and several other mismatched bookcases. Next to the couch was a tall cabinet packed with cans and dry food bags. A table with two chairs divided the space. The room had three glassless but screened windows and a wide-open door.

      Pulling myself up, a dull pain pinged in my right thigh. I tugged aside the flat sheet that covered my lower body. Good news: both of my legs were attached. Bad news: my right thigh was bandaged. Just like my arms, large bruises and scrapes coated my legs as if a bobcat had used me as a scratching post.

      I scooted to the edge of the bed and slowly swung my legs off. One leg then the other. Through the window lay a tropical jungle. A beautiful vista if I were on vacation—an intimidating and frightening sight now that I wasn’t sure where I was. Under the window stood an antique bureau with a large oil lamp and an open journal atop its unlocked flap. A green gecko, sunbathing to the left of it, stared at me, its eyes turning in a funny way.

      Heavy footfalls outside alarmed me, and I froze. A broad-shouldered, bearded man entered, ducking his head through the doorframe. The wood floor creaked in protest under his weight. He stopped when his large blue eyes locked with mine. He had on knee-length beige shorts and wore a shirt similar to mine, sleeves rolled up to his elbows. This must be his place. Did he rescue me?

      He studied me for a moment, his long fingers clenched around the cup in his hand, then gave me a friendly smile. “How are you feeling?”

      In pain, shitty, and confused. I’d gone sailing for a new beginning, and … Bambi. My heart was back in my throat. Prickly tears filled my eyes, and I wrinkled my nose.

      “Don’t be scared,” the man said in a soft tone, his smile fading. “I won’t hurt you. Do you speak English?” He raised an eyebrow. “Est-ce que vous parlez français?”

      “What?” I croaked. “Yes, I speak English. Where am I?” I pressed my hand to my head. “I’m sorry … I’m a bit confused.”

      “That’s okay. My name is Hunter Holden.”

      “Where is my captain, Bambi?”

      “I’m sorry.” His brow creased in sympathy. “You’re the only one I found yesterday morning.”

      The thought of her drowning squeezed my soul, and tears pooled. I wiped my eyes with the heels of my hands.

      “Do you remember your name?” Hunter had a calm and welcoming aura about him, and the earlier tension in my muscles abated and I relaxed in his presence. His sun-bleached hair with slight curls hung over smoldering eyes. He was probably in his thirties, the scruffy beard smoothed what I imagined was a sharp jawline.

      I nodded. “Sydney York.”

      Hunter went to the hutch, opened a cabinet and retrieved an olive-colored medical box. “I need to look at your leg. You had a cut when you washed up on shore. It wasn’t deep but it did require stitches. So far, it’s healed well. I’ll clean it again, and we’ll leave it open until this evening to breathe.”

      He walked closer and offered the mug he still held in his other hand. “Drink some water.”

      His left inner forearm had a tattoo in black ink, and the details were stunning. A sea chart with schooner, an old-fashioned compass in the center, and compass rose below. It shouted wanderluster searching for the beginning of a happier life.

      Hunter cleared his throat and shook the cup to bring my attention to it.

      I hesitated. Accepting a drink from a strange man was a bad idea, but if he wanted to do something sinful to me, he would’ve already done it. Thanking him, I drained it, my thirst only getting worse.

      At the table, Hunter poured water from a kettle I hadn’t noticed before into a bowl, then emptied a packet of dry powder into it. After stirring, he approached the bed, holding a small glass bottle filled with liquid, clean gauze, and the bowl.

      “Lie down,” he instructed. “I’ll unwrap the bandages and clean your cut. It shouldn’t hurt much.”

      I didn’t see any harm in complying.

      “Hold these, please.” Hunter handed me the medication. “You can be my helper today.” He smiled, and I returned it automatically, but my body stiffened as soon as his fingers brushed my leg. “Does it hurt?” He met my eyes, concern there.

      It wasn’t pain that had caused me to tense. The last time a man touched my leg was a long time ago. Well, technically, three years, two months, and a few weeks, but who was counting? The little magic Phill and I had to begin with had ceased after my mother died. I’d spent so much time at my father’s house, we’d rarely seen each other, and when we had been together, something had changed.

      “No,” I admitted.

      Hunter began to unwind the gauze. He slowed down when he got to the last layer of the bandage. It was coated with brownish-yellow stains, and Hunter cautiously unpeeled it. The skin near the opening was tender and red, while the rest of my thigh was one large bluish-purple bruise. The wound was at most two inches long, patches of dry blood blotted here and there. With my limited medical expertise (none), it appeared promising-ish.

      “Doesn’t look bad at all. No trace of infection,” Hunter said, as if reading my thoughts. “The swelling is down. That’s a good sign. In a few days, you can run a marathon.”

      “I don’t do sports,” I said, watching his gentle strokes, as he cleaned the wound and patted the cut dry, not causing too much pain. Then, Hunter took the bottle and applied some liquid on a clean cloth.

      “This is a salt mixture to accelerate healing,” he said and then chuckled. “Talk about adding insalt to injury.” His kind gaze met mine before he dabbed the cut. “This may sting a bit.”

      By that, he must have meant it would hurt like hell. I flinched, sucking my breath through my clenched teeth.

      To keep it together, I focused on Hunter’s forearm flexing as he tended to the wound. Many scars, each the size of a grain of rice were scattered across his tanned arm. The time on his solar Casio watch displayed seventeen thirty-five. The only person I knew who used military time was my neighbor, a retired Navy surgeon.

      “Where did you learn to take care of cuts?”

      “I’ve had some basic medical training in the last couple of years. During fishing trips, people slip and fall, get minor injuries, and sometimes deep cuts. What happened to you?” Hunter retrieved the bottle from my hand, collected the soiled bandage, and returned to the table.

      “I was on a sailboat with Bambi. She’s my captain. Well, was…” I drew in a ragged breath. “The storm was so bad I think it broke our sail in two. She went overboard first, and sometime later, I fell too. The last thing I remember is being dragged underwater, and then pain.”

      “It was one of the worst storms I’ve seen.” Hunter slid the medical case onto a shelf and closed the cabinet. “I’m sorry to hear about your friend. Let’s hope she survived and was rescued.”

      I nodded, but dreadful doubt seized my heart. Bambi hadn’t fully put on her life jacket. Tears blurred my vision, and I rubbed my eyes on my forearm. I had to report her missing and maybe, just maybe, the recuse team could find her. “Do you have a phone I could use?”

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t.”

      “Do you mind taking me into town? I’m sure I can find a bar or a hotel with one.”

      Hunter remained still, his back against the cabinet. He looked past me at the open window, then to me. I had a sinking feeling that I was about to be disappointed by a man once again.

      “There’s no town,” he said, a pained expression on his face, his eyebrows furrowing in the center. “I’m the only one who lives on the island.”

      And there it was.

      I sat up. “Do you mean you live here all by yourself?”

      “Correct.”

      I smiled to hide my growing alarm. I’d gone out of my way not to be alone with a man during my sailing trip, just to end up with one after all. Deep breaths. It was just for a short time. For a few hours tops. “Could you please ferry me to the next island with a town?”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because…” Uncertainty flickered across Hunter’s face, but he quickly erased it. “I don’t have a boat anymore.” He inhaled gradually and exhaled just as slowly, his face calm but serious. “The storm damaged it.”

      My heart sank. “And you don’t have another one?”

      “I do but regrettably it’s at Avarua.”

      Perfect. Rarotonga was the largest of the Cook Islands, and Avarua was the city where Bambi and I had been heading. “Can you take me there?”

      His forehead wrinkled, and he mouthed wow. “You must have hit your head hard,” he muttered, pushing off the cabinet. “I don’t have a boat.”

      Without meeting my eyes, Hunter walked over to the table and pick up the used bandages and wound them into a loose ball. His calmness, which I found comforting before, now pissed me off. Of course, maybe he wasn’t worried about the fact that we were boatless because he had already called for help. I shouldn’t just assume he wasn’t prepared, like Bambi. Or me.

      “Do you have a satellite phone?”

      He scrubbed his cheek like his beard bothered him. “The phone is somewhere in the bay.”

      My mind exploded with panic. “What about VHF radio? A walkie-talkie? Something to reach other people.”

      “A walkie-talkie?” he said, as in are-you-serious? “How about we tie two paper cups with a string and try to reach other people that way.”

      Har-har, Hunter was a comedian too.

      “So, we’re stuck on this damn island?” I asked with an accusatory tone, as if it was his fault he didn’t have an extra vessel, or that I ended up in his bed, or that he made me go on my trip.

      “No,” Hunter said, his voice low. “You are stuck here. I live here.”

      A hoot escaped me. This situation was more than I bargained for. I’d been so unqualified for this sailing trip, and much less so for surviving in a jungle. God, I’d been stupid.

      “Well, fuck,” I said and slapped my hand over my mouth. “Apologies … except what the actual fuck?” I wanted to laugh and sob at the same time. “Of all the stupidest, idiotic, ridiculous⁠—”

      “I hate to interrupt this display of your vocabulary glory, but I must wash and sterilize these.” With a tight smile, Hunter crumpled the dirty dressing in his hands. “You should rest. I’ll check on you when you’ve run out of fucks and adjectives.” And he walked out.
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      I sank onto the bed and lay there dumbfounded. “I’m stuck here,” I mumbled.

      For how long? Certainly, we couldn’t be that far from other islands for someone not to come by (I ignored the fact that Bambi and I had sailed for days without seeing an inch of dry land or any other boats). We would be okay as long as we had enough supplies to last until rescue came. Hunter lived here, he must have what we needed to survive. Surely anybody who lived on a remote island had the tools and the know-how to fix a boat. Only an idiot came to live on an island unprepared. Of course, some idiots sailed with a drunk captain, not knowing a damn thing about navigation or boats…

      Perhaps Hunter and I could build a raft! I smacked my head and then wished I hadn’t, I must have another bruise. All the HGTV shows I’d watched with my dad were no help; all they talked about was how to flip and not flop with a fixer-upper, how to change a faucet, and other crap that was useless in my situation. My head pounded.

      Fucking fuck.

      Well, it could have been worse. I could have washed up on a deserted island, died a slow, painful death from an infection, or been eaten by a wild pack of squirrels. That said, lucky me, at least Hunter was here. He knew how to handle life on Gilligan’s Island, right?

      He’d said this was his home, which seemed odd for a man in his mid-thirties to live alone in the middle of nowhere. Maybe Hunter was on the run, and this was his hiding place! He could be dangerous or mad or⁠—

      If I didn’t stop this train of thought, I’d give myself a heart attack. My mom warned me to stay away from men with large tattoos, and she also said I could learn a lot about a person by what was in their house.

      Sitting up, I scrutinized the hut. It wasn’t a luxurious bungalow, but the area was clean with a rustic, tropical-hut look. No heads in jars. No weapons on the walls. No obvious red flags. Yet. If I wanted to find out what kind of man Hunter really was, I’d start with the journal. Just three feet away. Yes, I knew it was wrong to read someone else’s diary but in the current situation this was necessary. I wouldn’t read much. Just enough to understand if he had lotion in a basket.

      Listening for footsteps to ensure Hunter wasn’t coming back, I planted my feet on the floor and stood. Too quickly. A lightheadedness fogged my mind and my head swam. I grabbed the back of the chair to stabilize myself, and hey, my jeans shorts lay on the cushion, dry and folded. Breathing through my nose I counted to ten and then with slow movements, I carefully put them on.

      A green lizard skedaddled across the table and over the journal. Reaching out, I flipped a few pages. The sheets included dates, weather descriptions, tide times, and tidal ranges written in neat, boxy penmanship. The last recorded date was May twenty-first, the day I discovered Bambi had nicked my GPS and satellite phone. My earlier anger yielded to sorrow. She paid for her mistake with her life.

      The humid breeze carried the sound of waves and a rattle of pots. I looked out the window at a porch with a drooping hammock. Rows of swaying palm trees, low ferns, and magenta-red blooming bushes separated the hut from the beach. The soft undulation of the ocean and views of emerald water filtered through the palm grove.

      The journal told me nothing about who this man was or why he lived here. There must be something to it, or he was simply a recluse. Of course, I’d seen YouTube videos of people in their late twenties selling their homes, quitting their jobs, and going on sailing trips for years. There was not much difference between living alone on a boat or on a remote island. I shouldn’t be too quick to judge Hunter, but that didn’t stop me from poking around more.

      Moving at a tortoise’s pace, I staggered to the closest four-shelf bookcase. A topographic map, presumably of this island, hung on the wall above it. At the torn bottom right corner, the map had a stamp, “Teaku.” The name didn’t ring a bell. The scale was missing, so it was hard to say how big the C-shaped island was, but I’d seen enough maps to know this one was close to five or so square miles. Green dominated most of it (jungle), some light brown with steep terrain to the west and north (hills), two blue spots (small lakes), and a flat line on the south side (beach). Tiny holes dotted the map as if someone had previously stuck pins there, or it was used for mini-dart practice, like Tina and I used Phill’s photos.

      Unsatisfied with my location assessment, I lowered myself to the floor and examined the bookshelves packed with paperbacks with diverse titles like Fiji Week-by-Week Gardener’s Handbook, The Selected Poetry of Lord Byron, and D’Aulaires’ Book of Greek Myths.

      The next row that caught my eye was a series of Julia Quinn novels. I huffed in surprised. Hunter was a romantic. Could a romantic also be a serial killer? Perhaps a woman lived here too. But the room was bare of photos or feminine, homey touches besides the fresh flowers by the bed.

      From there my gaze dropped to the lowest shelf holding a stack of Spies and Science magazines. I picked up the top copy with a sun-bleached cover and flipped through it. It was a British publication with articles like “WWII Spies,” “Shaken, Not Stirred,” “Holmes New Discoveries.” Security systems and spy gear advertisements were plastered over nearly every page and looked comical in our modern day of technology. Toward the back the magazine had crosswords, puzzles, and encrypted messages. Judging by the penciled-in scribbles, someone had tried unsuccessfully to solve them. I smiled to myself. My father would’ve loved something like this. He’d been a diehard superheroes and spies fan.

      With my energy level depleted, I returned the magazine to the stack and sprawled out on the floor, staring at the map on the wall. A few days ago, I’d been on my voyage, following my father’s mapped-out islands, spreading his ashes. Now, I was lost on a remote island with a stranger. Admittedly a good looking one (minus the beard). But a beautiful man could still be dangerous. In more ways than one. When Bambi had steered us off course was anyone’s guess. It could have been the first day we left the last stop, or it could have been just a day before our arrival to the Cook Islands.

      The porch’s wooden planks squeaked, and a split second later, Hunter walked into the room. From my current point of view, he seemed even taller and broader.

      “Are you okay?” He knelt near me, his eyes wide. And wow. What incredible eyes he had. The color of a crystal-clear mountain lake, ringed by long dark lashes. “What happened?”

      I couldn’t exactly tell him I’d been snooping around his room and got tired. Instead, I said, “I need to use the bathroom. I got out of bed but didn’t make it.” He creased his brows, and his gaze darted to my jean shorts, then back to my face.

      For real?

      “I didn’t pee myself.” I rolled my eyes. “I just didn’t make it to the door.” Come to think of it, I wouldn’t mind finding a bathroom. “Is there a toilet nearby?”

      “It’s not far, but given your condition, it may feel like it is.”

      My desperation to get outdoors outweighed my weakness, so I sat up on my elbows, and reached out with my right hand. Ignoring it, Hunter bent forward and wrapped his arm around my torso. His face was inches from mine, and I didn’t dare blink. No doubt I had a deer-in-the-headlights look because what the hell was he doing?

      Perhaps sensing my uncertainty, Hunter paused. “I don’t think you have any internal injuries, but it’s safer to help the injured get up this way. I don’t want to pull you by your arms. It might cause you more pain.” His breath brushed softly against the side of my face. “Lean on me as much as you need but look forward. We’re going to stand up now. Ready?”

      Something about the way he explained his actions—though he could have first clarified his intentions—calmed me, and I moved my arm over his shoulder.

      “Okay, I’m ready,” I said, my focus aimed on the blue water ahead.

      Once he had me standing, he didn’t let go. My head spun for a moment, my fingers clasping tight around his forearm, and I shut my eyes. When Hunter’s arm tightened around me, bringing me back against him, I relaxed into the comfort of leaning against his warm muscular frame. For a jungle man, he smelled rather pleasing—like the ocean and the sun, with a hint of citrus.

      “Do you want to sit down?”

      “No,” I breathed out.

      He allowed me time to gather myself. “You need to eat.”

      And I needed something to drink. Preferably hard liquor.

      My dizziness had passed, and I opened my eyes. “I’m good now. We can go.”

      With my arm around his, we shuffled onto the porch.

      “We’ll rest when you get tired.” He stopped at the top of a four-step staircase. “Can you make it down? If not, I’ll carry you.”

      I whipped my head around so fast to look at him, it took a second for the rest of the world to catch up with my vision. I was weak but I wasn’t totally helpless. “No, thank you, I’ll be okay.”

      We gingerly descended, one plank at a time, until we reached a dirt footpath. Hunter pointed to the left and we trudged around the hut, small rocks and wood chips poking at my bare feet, then shuffled past an outdoor kitchen sheltered by a large tarp. The setup was basic: a wooden picnic table, some shelving attached to trees, and a stone fireplace. I couldn’t make out any other details as we stepped deeper into the overgrown jungle.

      I was hyperaware of each point where our bodies touched. It wasn’t a zap of electricity that shot down my spine at how Hunter’s fingers pressed into the skin near my waist or how his gaze was so intent, but a warmth originated in my chest.

      It had to be heartburn.

      As we slogged down the path, he moved low-hanging tree branches out of the way.

      “So,” I said, disregarding the growing pain in my feet, “how long have you been here?”

      “I moved to the South Pacific from Atlanta about six years ago. Lived most of the time in Avarua and now here.”

      Over one hundred islands and atolls—most of which remained uninhabited—were sprinkled throughout Polynesia, so perhaps this one was close to my original destination.

      “Is Rarotonga far from here?”

      “About four to five hours depending on weather conditions and the boat.”

      For the first time today, joy sprouted inside of me. Bambi hadn’t chartered us on the wrong course after we left Niue. Maybe she had been honest about reading the night skies. Or we just got lucky. Well, not really…

      A pointy stone stabbed my foot, and I winced. “Shoot.” I paused and scraped my foot against the dirt until the pebble shook free. “Were my passport and credit cards still inside my lifejacket when you found me?”

      “No,” Hunter said.

      Well, shit. Getting home would be a double headache.

      Hunter stared forward, his brows together as if in deep concentration. The forest thick with tropical trees, various shrubs, and tangled vines resembled a living and breathing creature. My stomach muscles tensed with worry that some danger lurked in the jungle.

      “What are you looking at?” I peered up at him and searched for traces of fear or concern on his face. “Is there a tiger or a dinosaur?”

      He looked at me, a humorous glint in his eyes. “No dinosaurs.”

      “A tiger then?”

      “No.” His cheeks creased into a smile. “I was cataloging what materials I have here to pull my boat out of the water.”

      Good, at least he had a plan to get a boat. I was one step closer to getting the hell out of here. “And do you?”

      “I think so. I’ll check the workshop.” The hut, the kitchen area, and now the workshop. He indeed resided here.

      “Why do you live here?” Alone.

      “Not long ago, I worked with my uncle. This was his place, and I lived on a boat.” We started to walk again. “He died a year ago, and left this place to me.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Me too.” He cleared his throat. “So why were you sailing in the South Pacific?”

      “I was living my dad’s dream. He had a lot of sailing routes mapped out, and we picked this one because of my name.”

      Hunter gave me a sideways glance. “Was he with you on the boat?”

      “He passed away a few years ago.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Sydney.”

      The ache of losing both of my parents in a matter of two years pinched my heart. Time softened the unceasing pain that at first felt like a sharp stab, but it was never gone. My throat closed, and my face prickled. The earlier lightheadedness returned, and I didn’t want to lean on Hunter more than I already did. “Can we take a break?”

      Hunter navigated us to a large rock where he helped me sit.

      “I must be tired.” Pressure formed behind my eyes, and I sniffled. “I usually don’t cry”—well, not anymore—“but right now, for some reason, my emotions are getting the better of me.”

      “Grief is complicated. After you think you’ve got hold of it, it returns when you least expect it. And being stranded on a deserted island doesn’t help.” He sat on the ground, hauled his knees up, and rested his back against a tree. His tanned ankles and calves had several small, white scars in pairs. I would ask why he had them but then I didn’t want to appear too prying. Hunter plucked a twig off his shirt. “What made you want to live your father’s dream?”

      I shrugged, letting fat tears run down my face. “Stupidity.”

      And Tina… Tina, who had stayed by my side through all these years while everyone else had slowly drifted from my life, was the closest I had to a family. Soon she would probably be worried sick over why I hadn’t sent her another note.

      “I thought it would be a nice gesture to honor him.” I tilted my head skyward. “I came across Dad’s detailed sailing notes and played with the idea of whether I could do it for him and me. I had several months free before starting a new job, so I decided to charter a boat in Australia, and thought I’d figure the messy stuff out later. And look at me now. In a jungle with no sailboat and no ashes.”

      Phill was right: I wasn’t good at anything but being book-smart. I couldn’t prepare a meal, wasn’t crafty, and definitely couldn’t plan and execute a successful trip. I wasn’t built for an adventure.

      I let out an exaggerated groan. “I’m so stupid chartering a boat without knowing anything about sailing.”

      “Do you know how to fly a commercial airliner?” Hunter asked.

      I looked at him sideways. “No.”

      “But you bought a ticket and got on the plane to fly from the States to Australia. You are not stupid. You counted on your captain to do their job just like you trusted the pilot.”

      He had a valid point. I sighed. “I need to get back home.”

      “I’ll drag my boat out of the water and see if it’s fixable. But if I can’t fix it”—Hunter rose to his feet and brushed the dirt off his shorts—“we’ll find a way to get the attention of a boat passing by and catch a ride with them to Rarotonga.”

      “That’s good.” I smiled, relieved that Hunter already had an extra plan to get us out of here. “How often do people sail by?”

      Hunter hesitated for a moment, ran his hand through his hair. “Maybe a few times a year.”

      There were just not enough middle fingers to make it through this day. I snorted, and a snot bubble popped out of my nose. That’s embarrassing. I wiped it with the back of my hand. “You mean I’m stuck here with you for months?”

      “Trust me”—his forehead wrinkled in the expression I know, that sucks—“I’m not thrilled about it either.”

      My chest tightened, and my stomach cramped. I felt truly nervous. No—scratch that—I had a full-blown panic. What in the hell would I do for that long on a deserted island? Not to mention my job as a senior cybersecurity architect at Global Aegis waited for me. They had the highest-paid jobs in the States, and the most exciting projects. And I got in. I was born to design networks, write algorithms, and get lost in a constant battle of identifying security gaps. This was my job, the one I’d fought for, it was the bright spark in the crap sandwich of my life so far. It was the fresh start I needed.

      I screwed up. Big time.

      “It’s just ridiculous.” I laughed, this time covering my face to avoid another snot mortification. “I had a good plan to get my life back on track. But this”—I waved my hands around—“wasn’t part of it.”

      “Don’t get worked up just yet. Let me first figure out the situation with my boat. Maybe it is not as bad as I think.”

      I wanted to slam my fist into something, but all around me were hard surfaces: trees, rocks, and Hunter. A fly landed on my left thigh, and I smacked it—totally missing the bug but leaving a hot sting on my skin. I glanced at Hunter. His eyes had an intense focus. I was so far out of my environment it was comical, in his domain. What if he was a recluse who hated damsels in distress? The less I appeared to be a problem, the better the chances he wouldn’t mind sharing this wretched jungle.

      I straightened my back. “I’ve had enough rest. Are we near the bathroom?”

      “You can almost see it.” Hunter reached his arms out to help me off the stone.

      “It’s okay,” I said, ignoring his offered hand and stood (slowly) up. “I feel much stronger,” I lied.

      The walk from the hut to the rickety shack in front of us wasn’t far, but because of my condition, it took a good five minutes, including time for me to rest.

      “Oh, crap,” I groused.

      “Literally.”

      The use of a porta-john, no matter how fancy, was one of my biggest nightmares. Yet, I stood before a small wooden box with a half-moon carved into a door and a plank above it with the word “outhouse” burned into the wood as if someone would confuse it with a day spa. The hope was that Hunter wasn’t a teenager who would think it was hilarious to block the door.

      “Are there any snakes inside?”

      “No. They don’t like the smell.” He snorted, rubbing the nape of his neck.

      “I think I can take it from here.” I made a step closer and reached for the handle.

      “I’ll wait for you.”

      Not in a million years. I didn’t want him to stand here and listen.

      “Um, do you think you could go back to your camp? I’ll call you when I’m out. Or I’ll find my way back.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” I opened the door. Its hinges squeaked and the stink was enough to turn my stomach. I understood the snakes’ decision.

      “You might want this.” Hunter took a two-foot stick next to the door and handed it to me.

      “What for?” I was puzzled by his suggestion but took it anyway.

      “Hit the seat a few times. Spiders like to hide under there.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake. I’d only been on the island for a day and I already hated it.

      Scrunching up my face, I tapped the wooden ring with the stick twice and sure enough, four giant brown spiders ran out and disappeared through a crack in the wall. This is the tenth circle of hell. I peeked my head inside: cobwebs decorated each corner, a buzzing sound of flies, and one valuable item absent. I turned to Hunter.

      “There’s no toilet paper.”

      “Oh, yes. Sorry.” He reached out to a tree, tore off two big leaves, and handed them over. “Here you go.”

      Oh. My. God.

      I stared at Hunter. “You must be kidding.”

      Hunter shrugged and turned on his heels. “You’ll get used to it,” he called over his shoulder as he disappeared into the jungle.

      Uh, fuck.
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      Basically, I had been thrown into the bizarre show Hungry and Naked. Or maybe it was called Lost and Naked. Whatever the heck it was called, it had a troublesome combination of two words. I flung the door open and limped out of the hot box as quickly as possible, waiting to inhale until I was clear of the area.

      I drew in moist air and evaluated my situation. If Hunter was right and a boat wouldn’t pass by for months, I had to share a hut with a man I’d met only hours ago, stuck in a jungle without contact with the outside world, with a literal shithole as my toilet. All while praying for a passing boat to notice us.

      Sweat ran down my face, down my neck, and between my breasts. I peeled the shirt away from my chest and puffed it a few times, creating a little breeze. Lowering myself to the ground, I leaned against a tall tree. I had to return to camp, but my body didn’t respond to my brain’s command.

      My eyes grew heavy. Maybe sailing and the island were all a dream. Maybe I could open my eyes, and I’d be back in time when my parents were alive—definitely before I married Phill—and I was in my happy bubble. I would urge my mother to go to the doctors and get an MRI—perhaps saving her life and Dad’s. Bambi would still be alive because I wouldn’t have gone on this sailing trip.

      A rustle in the bushes jerked me out of my drowse and sent my heart racing.

      My eyes locked on the low fan-leaved bushes a few feet away. The noise stopped. I had no idea if this island had dangerous animals. If a predator was out there, was it watching me, getting ready to pounce on and devour me? I should have asked Hunter to wait. My condition wouldn’t allow me to outrun whatever was hiding. Barely breathing and not daring to blink, I listened.

      Another sudden rustle plunged me into a frantic panic, and then a black-feathered chicken strolled out from under the bush, its feathers ruffled up as if it had taken a dirt bath. It pecked at something on the ground and continued on its merry way as if I weren’t even there.

      “Stupid chicken.” I closed my eyes again.

      If there were threatening animals around, Hunter would’ve warned me. He’d pulled me out of the water after all. Or had he said I’d washed up on the beach? In any case, he hadn’t let me die and had taken care of me.

      “Hey.” A voice spoke as if in a dream. “Sydney, wake up.” The touch on my arm felt more real than any dream could fabricate. I opened my eyes to Hunter crouched next to me. His hand slid under my knees and around my back.

      “I’ll take you back to bed.” He swung me into his arms.

      Oh, good. So much for being less of a pain in his ass. I mocked every movie and romance novel when a handsome stranger carried a passed-out woman, and there I was, living the cliché. My arms looped around Hunter’s neck, and I rested my head on his shoulder, the touch of his old shirt soft against my skin.

      “Ohhhh, Naked and Afraid,” I mumbled.

      Hunter paused his walk. “What?”

      “Just thinking out loud,” I said, inhaling the ghost of citrus on his clothes. “You smell like oranges,” I murmured. “Is that your detergent?”

      “No.” He chuckled.

      At his hut, Hunter carefully set me down on his bed and pressed his hand to my forehead. “You need to eat. I’ll be right back.”

      A few minutes later, he returned with a tin plate and a Mason jar filled with a yellow liquid. He set it all next to the journal on the desk and took a seat on the chair.

      I sat against the headboard and Hunter helped to adjust the pillow higher behind my back for more comfort. “A common drink on this island—fresh orange juice.” He passed me the jar. That explained his citrusy smell.

      I drained the entire cup, instantly craving more of its sweet taste. “That was so good.”

      “I wouldn’t offer anything bad to a guest at my house.”

      I arched an eyebrow. “You gave me a leaf to wipe
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