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  Prologue

Stellenbosch, South Africa 2025.                           


From Prescription for a Frozen Heart. 
“Afternoon, Doc and Wannabe Doc. I am Dani, the Dino Girl. I plan on being a doc, too, just the PhD variety, and I need your help keeping me healthy in Madagascar.”
“Lemurs!” Emilía’s eyes lit up.
“Yup. However, I’m more interested in fossils. I will be studying coral petrifaction in the Tsingy. I’ll be working on my own a lot of the time; there’ll be rock climbing, and I may encounter bats. Ugh.”
“How long will you be there?” Charlie asked.
“One to two years. I’ve heard horror stories about the state of medical facilities there. I want every vaccine you think could be relevant.”
Charlie discussed boosters of childhood vaccines and some travel-specific ones, as well as safe eating and drinking. “If you can’t peel it or cook it, don’t eat it.” She also advised Dani to get some basic first aid training. 
“No problem there, Doc. I’m a paramedic. That’s how I’ve funded my studies.”
“Oooh.” 
“Excellent. Being on your own, do you know self-defence?” Charlie asked.
Dani chuckled. “I’m a bit of a nerd…I’m skilled in medieval arts.” She tilted her head to the side, watching for the reaction.
“Bows and arrows?” Emilía asked.
“And swords and daggers.” She twitched her eyebrows and pretended to draw a sword.
Emilía’s head dropped forward, and Charlie was sure below that mask, her jaw was hanging.
“Well, at least you will be prepared if one of those scary fossils comes to life.” Charlie chuckled. “What do you know about your micro foe?”
“They’re female and have wings.”
“Faeries?” Emilía gasped.
“Mosquitoes,” Charlie said. She described the symptoms of malaria and suggested Dani take a few testing kits, as well as treatment packs. “As an absolute last resort, make sure you know how to identify the Cinchona tree. When the bark is dried, it can be consumed for the quinine. Extract is still used to treat malaria in pregnant women, but it has its risks, too. Make sure you have the modern drugs on hand. Falciparum malaria still kills people.”
Dani sported a curious tattoo on her shoulder where the shots were to be administered. She lifted a matching pendant from her neck. “It’s an heirloom, and I was worried I may lose it in Madagascar, so I had the design copied onto my skin.”
Charlie shivered. “Dani, please don’t think I’m nutters, but I have this nasty feeling you’re going to need a tourniquet while there. It may not be for you, but please, won’t you devise a way to keep one on your person all the time?”
“And I thought I was the weird one. Sure, Doc, it is sensible advice. Those Tsingy are extremely sharp.” 
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Chapter 1

England, 1626


“Do not let the sea claim you, my boy. Use the stone.” 
The Honourable Ralph Exmore had never known his grandfather to sound afraid, and he struggled to swallow past the lump in his throat. A chill crept down his back as Lord Silvestor Exmore, earl of Oarlyn, slipped the pendant from his neck and hung it around Ralph’s. The old man’s tawny eyes glistened beneath his bushy white eyebrows. What did this mean? Did Grandpa think they wouldn’t see each other again?
He caressed the pendant beneath his linen falling band, such a strange weight in the dip of his throat. It still carried his grandpa’s warmth.
That stone was his grandfather’s most prized possession, and now, he had given it to him. Why? And what on earth did he mean? Use the stone. Yet, he knew better than to expect a straight answer if he asked—his grandfather was the master of mysterious.
A seagull swooped, knocking off his felt hat. He smoothed the heron’s feather back in place before plopping it back on.
His grandfather gave a feeble cough and swallowed hard. “Griffin will accompany you.”
Ralph took a deep breath and counted to five. “I am two and thirty, Grandpa. I don’t need a, what do you call them, a nanny, a babysitter—yes, that’s the word.”
Strange word, too, but that was the earl of Oarlyn for you, full of peculiar verbiage.
The rhythmic dip and splash of oars competed with the clip-clop of carriages. Sailors’ shouts mingled with the harsh cries of gulls and terns.
“It is Griffin’s wish. His last voyage of adventure, as your companion. Make me proud, boy. Carry on the legacy.“ The earl touched the stone, Ralph’s heart, and then his own. He turned and limped away, humming a lullaby to himself.
The charlatan! How well-played. Society thought the earl to be ancient, decrepit, and touched in the head.
Ralph knew him to be a skilled swordsman, fit as a fiddle, and as clear-minded as a fox. Eccentric, beyond doubt. But of recent, he had been behaving out of character. There was nothing unusual about him vanishing like a puff of smoke for a time, but since he’d reappeared, he had fretted. The earl did not dither with Ralph, only when he was pretending incompetence before guests.
Like this tangle of halyards and hawsers before him. At home, Grandpa would jump back and forth a dozen times, but here, he would make a show of tripping. That was the earl for you.
Grandpa had taught him a new language, which he called South African. In it, he told stories of far places and other times. Those fables were theirs alone. Beyond Oarlyn, such sounds were taken for nonsense, proof enough for society that the earl had lost his wits. Grandpa also had this bizarre tendency to vanish for varied lengths of time, with ne’er an explanation, and was simply not “at home” to callers. 
The pungent odour of tar, fish, and seaweed vied for his attention.
The adventure beckoned, sharp and bright as a sun-kissed Oarlyn apple, but the sweetness never quite came, for he would leave his twin without a goodbye. He nodded and clanked his teeth.
Ralph saw no other course. He must leave while his brother was still on his nuptial jaunt. 
Clenching his jaw, he hoped his ploy had worked, and with time, she would transfer her attention to her husband. By his sides, his hands fisted. How could she do this to his brother? Ralph had to get away. But why was Grandpa anxious now? Why now the need for Griffin? Grandpa had initially supported his decision to travel by sea.
He glanced at the Zest, and his heart sank like the great anchor.
Before he could enjoy sailing the high seas, there was one tiny problem:
The gangway.
Narrow, long, and high. Too high.
He dragged in a breath while closing his eyes for a moment. A potpourri of odours clamoured against the sizzling in his ears.
It was not wide enough for him to walk sandwiched between people, and closing his eyes was not an option.
Sweeping his cloak aside, he tucked his gloves into the pocket of his buff coat and wiped his palms on his breeches.
He had to do this.
No. He could not.
Heat and chill warred. He longed to rip off his doublet. Yet, he did not loosen his coat; propriety forbade it. An impetus—that’s what he needed. Ralph thought of his sister-in-law and imagined she was behind him. He must flee.
Brushing his fingers across the relic, he felt for his sword and dagger held by his silk sash, inhaled through his nose, and took a step, testing the plank. It held. His leather-soled riding boot gripped well. Another step, and another.
A child jostled past him, cap pulled low, hunched over.
Behind him, a sailor banged on the barrel he was carrying. It crashed like a cymbal. “Hurry! We need to catch the tide.”
The sound jolted him into moving, but his foot slipped. He clenched his hands to hide the trembling.
He was a mere quarter of the way…
His heart was trying to jump out of his chest. Perhaps it would reach the ship without his body.
So high.
If he fell, it would be an ignominious splash, though he knew how to swim. It was not the landing that concerned him; it was the falling.
Falling.
Falling.
Every single terrifying night since he was but a wee lad.
He wiped his palms on his breeches again, trying to calm the trembling of his thighs through the rough weave of the cloth. This was ridiculous. He was a grown man. Pull yourself together, Ralph.
Griffin appeared beside him, carrying a hefty-looking sack. “Master R— I mean Milord, this is a gift from Milord. Milord insists it goes in your sleeping quarters and not in the hold.”
Griffin stumbled and groaned. Ralph grabbed the sack.
“It smells like citrus,” he said, twitching his nose.
“Yes, Milord. Lemons and limes.” Griffin clutched his back with one hand and walked bent forward.
“Lemons? What a strange gift! Whatever for?” Ralph strode to the ship; he would ask the surgeon to look at Griffin’s back before they weighed anchor.
“Well, I do not quite comprehend, but Milord assured me Milord Ralph would. Milord said—” Griffin held a finger in the air like he was remembering something written. “Oh, it prevents gum sickness, by means of vitamins. Milord is to consume them, over and above thine victuals, throughout the journey.”
All this Milord this and Milord that was getting confusing. Using first names instead of titles would make sentences a lot simpler, but Griffin was a stickler for protocol. “Ah. I see.”
The earl had rambled apropos incomprehensible concepts such as immunity, bacteria, viruses, and vitamins—essential things found in fruit which prevent illness. If King Charles heard the tales, his grandfather would burn at the stake as a warlock, earl or not. Thus far, his uncanny grandfather had always been right, vexing as it was… So, what did Grandpa mean? Was there going to be a storm, a shipwreck?
“Thank you, Milord. I can take that again.” Griffin lifted the sack like it contained feathers. Feathers!
“Welcome aboard, Mr Exmore,” Captain Barbrook said.
Ralph blinked. He was on board! He cocked his head to the side and nodded to the captain. “Thank you, Captain.”
With his feigned injury, Griffin had outwitted him, bless his heart. Perhaps he needed him, after all.

      [image: ]A shrill whistle was followed by the call “heave away!” The ship groaned and creaked as the sailors hauled in the ropes.
Ralph glanced ashore. The jumble of buildings in a patchwork of colours reminded him of Oarlyn’s stable tortoiseshell cat. The church spire faded into a needle. To port, the round tower loomed in grey stone.
His hand curled over the pendant. Under his breath, he quoted, “I lift up my eyes to the mountains…My help comes from the Lord the Maker of Heaven and Earth…The Lord watches over you, He will keep you from all harm…The Lord will watch over your coming and going both now and forevermore.”
Peace suffused him, and he turned his focus to the ship.
The Zest’s main mast loomed up before him as high as St Thomas’s spire. The lookout floated in a flimsy basket high in the clouds. He shuddered, teeth on edge. So high. So very high. He could envisage a sailor tumbling, twisting and turning as he fell, fell, fell. He gritted his teeth against the image.
Aft, the mizzenmast sail was straining, doing its best to propel them forward. Men scurried up the ratlines, as nimble as rodents! At last, he understood why they were called that. The foresail dropped with a crash and was caught by the wind with a snap like a carriage whip, the jolt travelling up his legs as the ship lurched forward.
A water barrel branded India Co. was lashed to the railing, the ropes creaking. In weeks to come, they would replenish stores at the Cape of Good Hope before rounding the dreaded Cape of Storms.
Grandpa’s warning hummed in his head; he said their secret tongue originated thereabouts. Ralph tried to imagine the place that had earned such a terrifying name. A no-man’s land; a stop on the long spice route, nothing more—a shore where men left letters under stones and sailed on, trusting strangers to carry the news.
Griffin stood afore, his head bent in earnest conversation with another passenger, the wind carrying off their words.
Ralph sighed. He craved adventure…for something more. Having read a Thousand and One Arabian Nights in French and the travels of Marco Polo while at Cambridge, he still held hope for his own exploits, like one of his grandfather’s tall tales of billowing balls which carried people in baskets, or the ship in the sky, an ero something…
If only he could get past his fear.
He was a grown man, yet it paralysed him. Ever since his father—No, he would not think about… His skin crawled, and his heart raced. The fear visited him every night. Enough, thanks. He had to think of something else, anything else. Travels. The Cape of Storms was now called the Cape of Good Hope.
Would the Star reach Table Bay first? Which was the fleeter vessel? 
The chalk cliffs long faded, the shores of home erased. All too soon, from horizon to horizon stretched vast blueness.
With sea spray burning his eyes, he sought comfort within the walls of his cabin. Two yards in length, it sported a porthole just above the surface of the sea. Griffin crouched beside the sea chest, unpacking his portmanteau.
“Griffin, you are my companion, not my valet. Pull up a chair while I unpack. Do you know how to play chess?” 
Ralph unbuckled his sword and hung it on a peg. His dagger remained on its sash.
“Yes, Milord. Your grandsire instructed me.”
“Excellent. He gave me a wonderful chess set featuring Gilbert’s incredible untippable invention. Magnets!” He placed a Bible on his bedside and shoved the portmanteau beneath the bunk and dusted off his hands. “Now, show me where to find you.”
Griffin looked uncomfortable. “Milord, I do not—”
“Nonsense, Griffin. Lead the way.”
Men and baggage crowded the tween decks quarters. Dust motes danced in the limited shafts of light. Dark and musty. Oppressive. They had scarce departed, and it already reeked of sweat. He shuddered.
“This will not do, Griffin. Gather your things. I shall arrange a second cot for my cabin.”
“Milord, it is inappropriate.”
“What is inappropriate is my grandfather’s best friend being treated as a sardine. Now, now, no arguments.” He waggled his finger at Griffin. The earl had never revealed how he acquired Griffin, but there was no doubt in Ralph’s mind he was both friend and confidant. He wondered if Griffin understood South African, too.
Ralph located a steward, who redirected him to the purser. Mister Miser sported a narrow face, beady eyes, and long fingers, but a rat possessed better manners. After Ralph handed over an exorbitant amount of silver, Griffin could eat with him at the captain’s table and share his cabin. What percentage of this would reach the India Company, if any? With his companion’s fate now handled, he settled in for the journey.

      [image: ]After a week of fair sailing, Ralph was familiar with all the passengers and many of the crew. The captain was affable; the purser—well, his name proved appropriate. But life aboard a ship was humdrum after the initial excitement had worn off. It was, after all, a merchant ship, not a pleasure cruise.
He stared at the endless horizon. Dolphins or even flying fish would be welcome. By now, the creaking of the rigging did not even register. It would be nice to have a companion to share this journey with.
What would his twin be doing? No, he better not think of him. He was supposed to be with his wife. Faugh! Ralph did not want to think about her! What sort of woman married one brother while trying to seduce the other? He scowled. He had always considered her a sister. When she was fourteen, he had saved her from the smuggler Swincombe, a name that still made his jaw tighten. Ever since, she had worshipped him in a way that became unbearable. It was the quiet twin who loved her in truth, and his brother deserved her undivided devotion.
Ralph glanced at his boots. The left one his brother’s, the right his own.
As the twins lived together at Oarlyn, he’d considered it wiser to remove himself from the vicinity before they returned.
Flee was more like it. Not from temptation—she was no temptation to him—but flee from her designing schemes. She had a titled husband, a viscount. Moreover, his brother was heir to his grandfather’s estates, and he loved her. Who could ask for more? She alone would get fanciful notions that she could get away with having both brothers.
Ralph had nothing to offer—no title, no land, no occupation—but he was going to rectify that in the land of silk and spices. He placed his hand on his chest, trying to assuage the hollow ache for his brother.
Kaai, kaaai, kaai kaai. The seagulls were squabbling again.
Shouts broke across the deck, rough with oaths, and one powerful thud. He and Griffin edged closer.
A stowaway had been discovered. A mere child! Thin, pale. Huge pleading eyes. Griffin gasped. Ralph wondered if it was the child he had encountered on the gangway.
When last had the child eaten? Where had he obtained water? He must be desperate!
The sailors closed in, fists half-raised, as though hunger itself were an offence. Captain Barbrook stalked off.
“Please may I speak to my uncle—Mister Miser,” the child sobbed.
“Sleep on the deck or the hold,” he sneered. “You will work for this disturbance, whelp.” Miser turned his back on the boy.
Griffin called Miser all sorts of colourful names.
The sun beat down, and sweat dripped into Ralph’s eyes. He clenched his fists. Heat surged through his body. This sat ill with him. A child should not have to earn his bread.
He went to Captain Barbrook and spoke low, reminding him of Griffin’s paid berth and the coin already laid down for it. Barbrook turned, mouth opening to call for Miser, but Griffin shook his head.
If Miser were crossed, the boy would pay for it.
“I need a cabin boy,” Ralph said. “He’ll be under your eye.”
Griffin sent a thankful glance and retrieved the boy at once.
The sailors dissipated to their duties. Humdrum prevailed once again.
Inside the cabin, Ralph assessed the stowaway.
Nicholas Murland was eleven years old. Beneath the dust and grime, the skinny boy had a mop of spiky red hair and a tongue that promised trouble. Once fed, he stopped watching the world like a trapped fox.
As the days passed, under Griffin’s kind but precise eye, he absorbed skills—knots neat enough to trust, boots polished without being told.
Nic knew his letters. So, Ralph added numbers, then balance and distance, a wooden blade in hand. By week’s end, the boy whistled his way between deck and cabin.
An orphan could not live on charity alone; his days were set observing the trades that would keep him fed for life.
Ralph had Nicholas spend time in turn with the ordinary seamen, the able-bodied hands, the boatswain and the quartermaster, learning what each was charged to do. When Griffin directed Nic to the galley, he opted for roosting in the crow’s nest over being scalded by the cook. The parson—Latin made his skin crawl, and no one suggested the purser. The surgeon promised to call him when hands were needed. The carpenter’s section became his playground, but the sailmaker held no charm: stitching was for girls…
Ralph, too, spent time with the carpenter, learning how to fashion watertight seals. He put the lesson to use, shaping a foot-long model of the Zest with slow, deliberate strokes of a borrowed knife, the rhythm music to his body. Nic seized the little ship and sent it skimming through the air, pitching and rolling it in wild imitation.
Ralph prayed they would reach India without such violent motion.
His grandfather’s haunting tune played over and over in his head.
Don’t let the sea claim you. Claim you. Claim you.
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Chapter 2 

Madagascar, 2026


Africa Time was driving Dani nuts. She glanced at her smartwatch and sighed at the passing time. Leaning back on her ropes, she placed her hands on her hips and craned her neck, staring up at the steep grey coral crags, then drew a deep breath and rolled her shoulders. A movement snagged her attention a few metres away. She watched in fascination as a huge yellow chameleon and a green gecko stalked the same insect from opposite sides. The chameleon won this round with its amazing tongue. The little gecko never stood a chance—what about her? 
Every day, she had to wait for a guide at the entrance of the park while she watched tourists bounce over the horrendous roads in their 4x4s. Guide and guard in tow, hike in, and cross the hanging bridge to enter the ancient Greater Tsingy. By the time she was somewhere useful, it was already eleven a.m. A charming time to climb and explore, not.
She flapped her shirtfront to create some air movement, finding herself sticky as usual. Knowing there were people waiting for her made her fidgety and distracted her focus. She relished being outdoors, and this was an amazing opportunity. But if she were to retain her sanity and finish her PhD this century, there had to be a better solution.
After snapping her harness to the carabiner, she picked her way up the jagged cement-like coral, pausing to examine a fossil shell.
For such a barren area, there was a remarkable amount of noise. What made that grunting sound? The diversity of bird calls was phenomenal, but nothing sounded like the African bush or her grannie’s garden. Perhaps the bird park in Cape Town would be the closest comparison. Parrot. Aha!
She made a tough move onto a new pinnacle. As she rounded the corner, the sweet fragrance of Madagascar jasmine greeted her. She couldn’t see it but knew it resembled a wax flower.
Excavating in areas with lots of foot traffic was not an option, even though fossils were plentiful at ground level. She needed to climb high up, where passersby would not disturb her research. Imagine her hard work being stomped all over by a tourist. Or her fossil appearing on social media before her paper was published. She shuddered.
How could there be no published research from this park? This was still beyond her comprehension. The number of political and red tape hoops she had jumped through to reach this point proved astronomical. But she hadn’t foreseen the challenge of people’s apathy to work. No matter how excited she was about the project, the rules required chaperones, and they, it was clear, were not morning people.
The bouncing of their voices echoed off the coral.
Lunchtime intruded within an hour of work commencing. In Madagascar, there was no such thing as a quick sandwich for lunch. Nope, it was cooked food! With obligatory rice and rum.
Rum!
In the middle of the day!
Imagine trusting a rum-soaked belay partner when she was to be suspended in a harness over blade-sharp coral, where one step wrong could sever a finger. She had the tourniquet advised by Dr Charlie strapped to her leg at all times, so she could stop catastrophic bleeding. Just in case, but she wasn’t taking any chances. Gloves protected her fingers from cuts and goo.
She was using a self-belay device as she didn’t trust her guides to not take a trip to La La Land after the rum.
Hey, a bird she recognised! A fork-tailed drongo skimmed past.
Soon after, she craned around a corner and encountered a green hedgehog. All the plants were strange here. Not a normal cactus but something familiar with pricks added on just to be different, or a familiar flower on an odd-shaped stem. Like the rules were being bent.
What sort of story would Grannie Stella concoct if she were out here? She would find some way to turn it into a swash-buckling romance adventure. Where did Gran get her ideas from? She wrote historical fiction so vivid, it yanked readers into another century.
Dani’s lips curled up as she thought of Gran’s sidesaddle. Who used a sidesaddle in the 21st century? Moreover, who owned one? How could such knowledge ever be of use? Riding an archaic sidesaddle, check.
Once she found her bigger fossils, her imagination could run wild. She envisioned encountering the creatures in real life. Dangerous, but epic. She reached for her inner thigh, patting for her trusty dagger, its smooth scabbard a comfort. Her blade had been hidden among her paleo digging tools to bring it into the country.
Now, that dagger must have a story of its own. One day, she needed to find that gentleman with scraggly white eyebrows and tawny eyes and ask him. He proved as elusive as an aye-aye.
She retreated as the wind blasted in her face; she wouldn’t continue that direction. She took a sip of water—already warm. Yuck.
She had first encountered him at a craft market when she’d been bouncing around in pigtails following her older boy cousins. He’d introduced himself as Silver, a somewhat piratical name, but she’d thought it was because of his silver hair. He’d asked her if she liked stories about travel. Her cousins had been suspicious of him and had bustled her off, but not before he’d tossed her a small stone. It was grey and nondescript, but seemed to hum with energy whenever she picked it up. Years later, she’d had it analysed. It came from a meteor and had metallic properties.
She shimmied around a ridge and continued to ascend.
Why had this one stranger imprinted himself in vivid technicolour on her mind?
The next time she’d seen him, she’d been fifteen. Silver had greeted her by name. How did he know? 
He’d showed her this dagger. When she’d gripped it, the hilt had lit like molten lava, but it’d returned to a vague grey stone handle when she’d lain it down. In his very proper British accent, he’d enquired if she still possessed the stone. She’d fingered it in her pocket, not wanting to lose it, and had then held it out in her palm. He had gifted it to her, after all. The stone and the dagger had seemed to come alive in each other’s presence, like there was some sort of magical or magnetic bond. Her heart had leaped in her chest. Wild ideas had chased each other.
The dagger had not been for sale.
She had whimpered. Crushed.
A butterfly skittered past in an erratic flight, nabbed a moment later by a Madagascar cuckoo. Crunch. Poor thing.
Then, just as she had swiveled to follow her nose to a boerewors stand, she’d heard, “Miss Dani, linger awhile to talk to an old man.”
The astonishing man had offered her the dagger for a degree in geology. Hers.
Geology—
She patted the crag in front of her, fingers tracing its rough grain, and sniffed at a plant, then wrinkled her nose. Sour. Unfamiliar.
What would a dino smell like? Her dreams were of rocks and fossils, and she wondered how the Cape Fold Mountains came to be. Her cousins had dubbed her Dani-the-dino-girl. She’d yearned for an outdoor career. Her mother had had plans for her to study accounting or to be a businesswoman or lawyer or some other stuffy office job. A manicured pop! Ewe. Grannie Stella had backed her subject selection of geography and physical sciences instead of accounting. Mom had been annoyed!
What she desired above all else…was to meet a dinosaur.
Maybe not a T-Rex.
Grannie Stella did not judge her. Mother did.
And neither did Silver, it seemed.
Geology. She could do that. She’d nodded. “Deal.” She’d offered him her hand to shake. Instead, he’d lifted her fingers and kissed them, like a knight of old or one of Grannie’s heroes. What a peculiar man! She had never seen him at the market again, and no one could tell her anything about him. Where did he come from? What was his story?
A fleeting moment in time.
She glanced at the goose bumps on her arm. Shaking out her hand, she leaned back against her ropes.

      [image: ]Ooh! What is this? A cave of sorts.
She held back her enthusiasm, taking care her ropes did not rub through on the sharp coral. She secured a second anchor on a pillar and crept in. The floor was sharp at the entrance but soon became sandy, the interior refreshing and cool. She shuddered. Please let there be no bats.
A shaft of light penetrated the cave’s back, lighting up the dancing motes.
She jumped at the unexpected sound of a splash.
“Bumblebee,” she muttered.
Water! The cave had water! This was the answer. If she could convince them to let her stay in this cave for a few days, she could start to excavate and get five times the amount of work done per day than she had until now.
She sniffed the air. It smelt fresh enough; there must be thoroughfare of wind.
Her skin tingled. This was it! She was going to find something significant and finish her doctorate in palaeontology. Proving her mother wrong and her grandmother right. Why were the two of them always at such odds?
Touching her pendant with one hand, she lifted her blade in a salute to Mystery Man Silver and Grannie Stella. Thinking of Grannie, who on earth had she been talking to when Dani overheard the hushed telephone conversation, “We cannot change history…” It could be she’d been toying with a plot like a Cinderella re-make, but with a historical event. What if the Vikings dropped onto a rugby field?
Those thoughts would have to wait for now.
What caused the splash? Was the roof stable? What critters lurked in this cave? Flashes of a Nat Geo documentary whizzed by. Freshwater cave crocodiles. Madagascar? But how would they get up here?
Maybe it was just a bird or a dragon…
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Chapter 3 

Mozambique Channel, 1626


Fog swathed the Zest‘s deck in an eerie, ghost-like calm. If it were light, it would be magical. Ralph’s stomach was in a knot. He tried to smooth down his arm hair, which seemed to be of the opinion he was cold. But no—it was humid and oppressive. Something was about to go wrong. 
With a broken mainmast and the barque’s incompatibility with oars, they were stranded. The vicious storm had lashed them off course. Captain Barbrook had planned on skirting the east of Malagasy, but driven before the wind, they’d had no choice but to enter the channel.
It was humid and hot despite the fog—a sticky, salty fog. It felt disjointed. Fog should be cold. Nothing was right.
Were they alongside Portuguese East Africa or higher? The Portuguese and the Dutch disputed these waters. Would either side attack a disabled English ship? What about natives? Slavery was rife in these parts. Were they at risk?
Griffin whistled a lilting tune, piercing the silence. It was familiar, sounding a bit like a lullaby. Dissonant, beyond eerie. Ralph shivered. He ran his sweaty hands along his breeches, then rubbed his finger along his furrowed brow. It was the same tune Grandpa had hummed at Portsmouth.
Dip, dip, dip.
The rhythmical sound of oars. He drew a sharp breath.
Friend or foe? Natives? They would need many canoes to attack such a large ship.
He closed his eyes and tuned in. It sounded as if it came from starboard. He prayed for the soul-sapping fog to lift.
A single mast parted the curtain of white.
No sails.
No one in the crow’s nest. He gulped. He still could not see the deck or a single person on board. Ominous. He rubbed his arms and curled his fingers over the hilt of his sword.
Captain Barbrook hailed. A cultured English voice responded.
Ralph passed his hands through his hair and relaxed his stance. Something niggled. He knew that voice. From where? It didn’t strike him as a pleasant association.
The Zest‘s captain inquired about a safe bay for repairs, explaining how the storm had blown them off course. The oar-dipping pattern changed; he imagined the ghost vessel was swinging around to prevent a collision.
A roar blasted through the air as a simultaneous ball of fire ripped through the fog. Crashing sounds of splintered wood and howls of pain came from the lower deck.
Ralph blinked, his jaw hanging. Nightmare? Perhaps he had fallen asleep and would wake up shortly. He pinched himself and flapped at the smoke and fog. Now he could smell burning timber… A small black flag was being hoisted. What could it mean? 
A second volley of cannon fire followed. The Zest shook through him as her own guns discharged.
It flew right over the other ship. The deck was visible, at last.
A cutter.
Grappling hooks came flying over, followed by a crew carrying curved swords gripped between their teeth. It happened in an instant, yet every motion burned itself into his mind. Was he dreaming? Was an English vessel attacking them? Why was that voice familiar?
“Fight,” came the command from Captain Barbrook.
“Surrender,” commanded someone from the cutter.
Was this for real?
“Never!” Barbrook shouted.
It sounded hollow—his ears were still ringing from the blast.
He armed himself with a sword and his dagger by habit. Where was Nicholas? The poor boy did not need this. He was sure Griffin could look after himself, but was he armed? Yes, for a reason known to himself alone, after demonstrating to Nicholas fencing techniques, he had never laid down his arms. Odd. But excellent.
The attack was vicious. Slash. No. Block. Time. Jump. To. Duck. Think.
With his rapier, he parried a cutlass blow—tricky to use with so little space to move. He sprang as a barrel of powder crashed where his legs had been a moment ago. Cunning, technique, Grandpa’s tricks.
An uncanny shriek above the clash of swords made his hair crawl. 
“Use the stone! Milord, save thyself and the lad!”
In the swirling mist, Griffin was invisible—a banshee. He shuddered. At least it was not raining. The deck was getting slippery with blood.
“Egad!”
He was no warrior. No self-respecting gentleman ran from battle.
“Zounds, Griffin, I’m no craven. Fight!” Ralph pressed forward and booted a rover overboard. Why was Griffin so worried about Nicholas the stowaway? It seemed personal.
This confounded fog! How far were they from the land? Were they closer to Africa or Malagasy?
“Prithee, Milord, for your grandsire. We are doomed. The Zest, she flounders.“ Griffin sounded closer and a little out of breath.
Had his grandfather experienced an omen? His parting words had been: “Do not let the sea claim you, my boy.” To Ralph, he always made perfect sense. Except for his parting words.
He batted at a spark that caught flame on his shirt. He’d rather not add burning flesh to the confusion of smoke, pitch, and powder.
Why would the sea threaten to claim him? He was on a ship. Fiendish storm survived. Sextant useless; cloud cover. Limping to a safe cove. Repair main mast.
A ringing blow was followed by: “Become a worm’s nest, you scoundrel!” 
Splendid. Griffin was still fighting.
Who was this blackguard who dared attack a British merchant vessel?
Ralph dangled a pirate over the railing by his ankle. “Name your captain, rogue.”
“Capt’n Morrisey Swincombe.”
The pirate slashed at his arm; he dropped him overboard.
He shuddered. Rather death by sword than from a fall.
Swincombe. Village smuggler. Vile. Child. Lady Eris. He inhaled—out of the frying pan, into the fire. He would not think about his wicked sister-in-law.
The acrid smell of burning pitch brought him back into focus. “By my troth, this villain Swincombe must perish!”
If the ship was on fire, did they have a chance? The keening wail started up again.
“Abate your noise, Griffin, and fight, for honour’s sake.” Ralph snatched up a short-curved sword.
“Nicholas, for the love of my Belinda and your mother, I bid you, lad, cling to Milord Exmore when the tempest begins,” Griffin called.
What was the old retainer talking about?
Tempest? Belinda? 
Ralph’s eyes stung from sweat and smoke. His shoulder was on fire. He switched hands.
Would Cuthbert know when he was gone? Would he feel physical pain or nothingness? Zounds, how he missed his brother. Prudent choice. Save marriage. Would Grandpa miss him?
He needed to halt these maudlin thoughts. Stop defending and start attacking. Where was that coward Swincombe, and where was the boy?
“So, you think I should ransom Exmore, do you, Miser? I’d rather finish him, like I did his father.” Captain Swincombe cackled. “Much more satisfying than merely sawing the spokes of carriages.”
Ralph would recognise that laugh anywhere.
“The earl is too adle-pated to bother settling for him.” Swincombe slit Nicholas’s uncle’s throat and cast him aside.
Swincombe had murdered his father? Ralph had believed he had fallen to his death from a turret. What a revelation. He hoped the lad had not witnessed his uncle’s demise. He heard a whimper; the boy must be close.
“Stay down, Nicholas,” he called.
“Hold on tight, Nicholas.” Griffin’s voice was right behind him.
The boy leapt onto his back.
“Get off. How am I to fight with an anchor around me?” Ralph swung around to free himself.
Griffin lunged for his neck, ripped his shirt open, and yanked on the medallion.
What the…?
Was he trying to steal it?
Why?
A hum of energy pulsated from the artefact at his throat. What was happening?
“God be with you, Milord Ralph.” Griffin’s voice shook as he touched Ralph’s heart. Had Griffin suffered a blow to his head? “I love you, Nicholas.”
Griffin shoved him in the chest. He teetered on the railing, unable to grip with his leather soles as the wind swirled around them. The boy’s arms tightened around his waist, his weight displacing his centre. They would fall, but he would never punch a boy.
His ears whooshed in time with his bounding heart, his palms damp. He must not lose his sword.
“Noooo!”
They were falling, falling.
A living nightmare…
How tall was this ship? He shut his eyes tight, hoping this was just a bad dream.
Would it be painful to hit the water? Would it knock them senseless? Would a dolphin be there to save them? If he landed on the boy, he would crush him. He twisted around to pull him off his back.
Merciful God, preserve us both.
The wind screamed. His head spun faster than a top. The hairs on his arm stood to attention. He could no longer hear the fighting. Why could he not feel the wind on his face? Perchance he had passed out? He stretched his arm. Ouch, he was very much alive. He had better staunch the bleeding. He forced his eyes open.
They were suspended in mid-air, in the calm centre of the storm, a merciless vortex swirling around them. The air tasted strange albeit fresh, like the countryside after rain.
His fingers migrated to his throat and wrapped around the artefact. It was still humming. He glanced down. An orange colour was pulsating like lava. Below his feet, he could see rushing water. But it did not rise to meet them. They were moving above it. He closed his eyes for a moment, conducting a compass with his hand. Westward. He was moving westward. What was happening?
The boy whimpered and burrowed into him.
“Now, now, Nicholas, I’ve got you, and I will make sure you are looked after. Did you get hurt?”
Almighty, grant me this boon, he prayed silently.
The boy sniffed. “No, Milord.”
“Be brave, lad.” Ralph took a deep breath. He needed that admonition, too.
He took inventory of his person. He had lost his sword. Before he departed England, the earl had given him a dagger. He unsheathed it. It had the same liquid pattern swirling in the hilt as the pendant. He had always imagined the relic to be magical. Perchance it was. Those epic tales…
Why was the free edge of his sash standing almost perpendicular instead of hanging? He poked it, and it shifted shape, as though it defied its own weight.
Would the Zest sink? Would Griffin survive? Ralph recalled Griffin’s tune and started humming. It seemed to calm Nicholas. Perhaps it was a lullaby. But why had Griffin chosen such a time to whistle? And wasn’t that the same tune his grandfather hummed at the quay? And why was the artefact around his neck also humming?
They found themselves suspended in a void. Walls of water swirled around them. Where were they going? Had pirates masquerading as an English friend attacked them in truth? Had he been sucked into a nightmare?
“Is Griffin…?” Nicholas sobbed.
“The Almighty alone knows.”
Grandpa had said it was to be Griffin’s last voyage. How final was final? Did Grandpa know Griffin might perish? Aargh! If he ever saw his grandpa again, he would have a lot of explaining to do. If he knew this, why did he let them depart? And how did he know?
Griffin’s behaviour. Taking the stowaway in hand. Kindness and patience, just as he had experienced. Was it just to avoid boredom? Passing time as they sailed from Portsmouth to India? But what about the “I love you” and Belinda? Was Griffin related to Nic? His grandfather? Too old—great-grandfather, perhaps?
If he dared to touch the water, would it be salty or fresh? Did the Israelites feel like this passing through the Red Sea?
Man, but he was exhausted. Fencing for exercise was a different kettle of fish from fighting for one’s life. He had killed a man. No, not just one. Many. Did that make him evil?
“Where are we going?”
Ralph covered his face with his hands and sighed. When he shrugged, his wound stung.
“How much longer? I’m gut-foundered.”
“Did the sailors teach you to talk like that?”
“The boys on the streets.”
“Let’s pass the time by exercising our minds. What is ten men’s length and ten men’s strength, yet ten men cannot make it stand on end?”
Nicholas wrinkled his nose, then folded his arms. He counted off ten on his fingers and rested the side of his head on his fist. He sighed, then scratched his head. 
Nic’s copper hair was regaining its gleam after Griffin’s rough cut, regular food, and Grandpa’s oranges.
“I give up.”
“No more questions till you have the answer, or this journey has ended.”
Ralph’s head was spinning. Had he lost so much blood? Maybe it was just the horror of it all. 
The swirl of wind had transformed into a water funnel. Why did the rushing water sound muffled? It should feel like he was standing under a torrent.
Their westward migration appeared to be slowing. What would happen next? A sandbank flashed below his feet. The water was azure; he could make out sand patterns and a turtle. The water inched closer, rising to meet them.
His breath hitched. Air burned through his nose as his heart rapped faster. 
“Can you swim, boy?”
“Like a fish. Can you?”
“Yes. Time to hold your nose. Take my hand.”
They plunged into delicious, warm water. His shoulder screamed for mercy, transforming the gentle water into torment. The water stripped away smoke and sweat. They had nothing dry to change into. His head popped out, and he sought Nic. Alongside. Could swim. 
A few yards off, a white beach beckoned, and they struck towards it. The vegetation was lush.
He waded through the water then veered off to the side, bumping into Nic. Nic, too, was struggling. Where were they? Was it paradise or a trap? The air was the same temperature as the water.
He turned towards the sea. The water was lapping at the sand, all innocence. About a mile off, breakers crashed against a reef.
His stomach grumbled. Where would they get food? If there were people, were they friend or foe? How would he know which fruit was safe? He had no local knowledge.
Aside from the clothes on his back and a dagger, they had no fishing line, nothing from which to fashion hooks. He examined the vegetation. Some palm fronds appeared fibrous. Rope? If he could attach the dagger to a pole, he could spear some fish. He could not bear the smell of blood today, so hunting was out.
Nicholas was human company, but he felt hollow. Desolate. Alone. He wanted Cuthbert; half of himself was missing.
Plop. A coconut missed Nicholas’s head by a feather. Liquid and a carrying mechanism. Nic gathered them while he constructed his spear. He waded into the water. Hurled. Missed. Again. And again. From a raft, the fish would not have the advantage.
Oh, for an axe; he did not want to blunt his sole weapon. Knocking on a variety of tree trunks, he found the palms were the softest. He shoved over a dead tree and kick-rolled to the shore. It floated. For how long? Would they waterlog and sink? Nicholas weaved ropes as he gathered trunks.
A low honking disturbed the chatter of birds. What the hang was that? It had feathers, so he assumed it was a bird, but it was taller than him. It charged at Nicholas, who dived into the water. What was the creature? It may have eggs. Food.
A horde of the monster birds charged.
Ralph shoved the remaining trunks into the water towards Nic. He backed into the sea using a fan of palm fronds as a peacock defence.
The birds strutted up and down the beach, honking.
“They don’t want wet feet!” Nic taunted.
They continued their rope-making and lashed together the trunks. Thirsty work. Confound it! The coconuts were still on the beach. So was his dagger spear. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
“I don’t see goats.”
“It’s an idiom.”
With the raft completed, now they needed poles to push it along.
Could he create some sort of mudsling with their clothes to distract the birds? He did not want to destroy their sole protection against the elements. Another beach could supply coconuts, but the dagger. He ran his hands through his hair and massaged his temples. The glare made his eyes hurt. Everything was so bright, they needed hats.
“I need help.” He prayed, casting his eyes to the heavens. “I need wisdom.”
“Look at that whopper of a shell!” Nic said.
If he could convince the bird to look for danger in another place… Perchance it could work.
He hurled the shell into a clump of grass. The bird shrieked and ran towards it, stamping on the grass. His shoulder felt like it was ripped in two, but he sprinted for the coconut pile and threw them into the water, where Nic gathered and loaded them. He snatched up his spear and dove back moments before the giant bird ploughed into him. Phew. What was this place? Right now, with their sea legs, the water felt safer.
What monstrous bird was that? It was no ostrich—more of a turkey blown to an impossible size. Was it the ostrich equivalent of the mythical roc?
Best to move away from the shore.
“By’r lady!” Nic exclaimed. “What giant hairy beast be that?”
He followed Nic’s gesture and stopped poling.
“Heavens preserve us,” Ralph pleaded.
The creature turned to stare at them. It was the size of Nic, with the shape of a monkey, the face of a benevolent fox, and a long-banded tail. Behind it was another without a tail but larger than any man he had ever seen.
His spear would just have to double as his pole. He removed the dagger, opened a green coconut, and let Nicholas have his fill of the coconut juice. Then he cut it open further and scooped out the slimy flesh. The fibres could be used when they needed a fire.
Heart sore about Griffin, with an aching and weary body, he poled them farther from shore and settled to stalk.
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Chapter 4 

Madagascar, 2026


Two weeks later, after endless frustrating phone calls and emails, Dani’s professor agreed to the plan, and permission from every official and his cousin was obtained. She was going to stay in the cave inside the Tsingy de Behamara National Park. The guards need not worry, as no one could get to her. She paid the guide and the guard so they would not lose out. She mentally high-fived the elusive Silver while wishing she had someone to celebrate with. Even Percy the cat would do. 
Tiny, her Air Mercy partner, would be proud of her. Her brother, too. Her mom, horrified.
After hauling up her gear, she set up her home. The tropical twilight cast a brief eerie blue before darkness set in. She turned in.
The light pressure of paws running along her leg penetrated her consciousness. Mm, her lips curled up. It must be Percy. A soft, warmth settled on her chest. He would start batting her pendant, then sniffle in her ear till she gave him snacks.
She curled a hand around him…and froze. The texture was wrong. This was not silky, soft kitty fur; it was rough. She reached for her dagger as her eyes flew open, her heart battering her chest.
Amber eyes in a pitch-black face loomed through the gloom, a halo of white framing the edges.
Not Percy.
The hammock rocked.
Not in a bed.
Madagascar!
She was in a cave.
Alone.
She blinked. Her eyes adjusted to the gloom.
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