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Chapter One
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THE COLD, BRACKISH water stung the delicate tissues of her nose and throat as Lucy struggled to expel it from her lungs. She dug her numb fingers into the damp sand, reassuring herself she had indeed made it to shore. The wind howled around her wet, shivering body, slapping her with the stinging surf and freezing rain. She closed her eyes and sobbed with relief. Although Nature had colluded against her, doing everything in its power to keep her from reaching shore, her iron will and desire to survive prevailed. 

Lady Moon danced with the gray, storm clouds just long enough to allow her to glimpse an old, sea-weathered home within reach of her exhausted, shuddering body. It stood at the top of a long flight of wooden steps, its salt-bruised shingles glowing a light blue in the shadowed moonlight. 

Panting, she wiped her wet hair out of her eyes to see it better. Probably a fisherman’s shack with little more than fishing line and hooks contained within. It didn’t matter. To remain exposed in the storm meant certain death, so she roused enough to drag her chilled body across the rough shores toward the promise of shelter. 

As she crawled across the harsh sand, she allowed her gaze to sweep the shore and saw no other living being. Only the sound of the angry waves met her ears and she realized she must be the sole survivor of the shipwreck. Without any indication of help, she redoubled her efforts on reaching the battered house before the rapidly cooling night froze her where she was. 

The Devil’s Pearl, with over fifty crew, had been on course from the Caribbean back to the South Carolina, full of slaves to be sold at auction. There was gold in slaves and the reward was excellent for any ship that could supply them, which The Devil’s Jewel had done for years. On this voyage, however, its luck had run out. 

Lucy coughed up more seawater and gripped the edge of the driftwood stairs, worn smooth by the weather. She pounded on them twice to be sure they weren’t an illusion cooked up by her desperate brain. Her body ached, her teeth chattered, and if she didn’t get into the house and start a fire to warm herself, she would die right here. 

Even as the harsh wind plastered her thick, curly hair across her face and into her eyes, she pulled herself up the weathered stairs inch by agonizing inch. Her already exhausted muscles screamed at the exertion and the tiny shells she’d picked up from the beach cut into the skin of her palms and her bare knees, rendering a pain she barely felt in her quest to live. She was a survivor and had always been. It would take a little more than shells digging into her skin to break her now. 

After much strain and hardship, she reached the top of the stairs. Gasping from the effort, she crawled over the splintered porch to the door, reached up and touched the knob. To her surprise and relief, the door swung open. She dragged herself inside and shut the door against the storm. Braced against the rough wood, she sneezed twice and restrained herself from a third. Enough bad luck had been had in the last week. 

Lucy caught her breath and struggled to her feet. The weak moonlight illuminated very little, but the room seemed as large as the house appeared from the outside. Shaking her head, she attributed her misconception as a trick of tired, desperate eyes. A glow at the front of the room caught her eye and she walked toward it, hope growing in her aching chest. Was that heat she felt? On impulse, she took up a poker and nudged at it. To her surprise and delight, the glow of banked embers lit her eyes and warmed her clammy skin. 

She grabbed a few pieces of kindling from the fire basket and placed them carefully over the coals. As they bloomed with orange flame, she added larger logs until she had a fire roaring on the hearth. 

Sitting as close to the fire as she dared, she let her mind wander over the circumstances that brought her here. The daughter of a slave and slave owner, her dark brown curls and smooth burnished copper skin granted her house privileges. But with these advantages came the same danger visited upon her mother. The slave owner’s son, despite his blood relation to her, trapped her in the attic and attempted to take her maidenhood. The tussle was brief and she emerged triumphant, thanks to an old ax handle and the strength of the desperate. She fled the plantation, into the arms of a lecherous ship captain who thought her nubile body was worth more than the bounty on her head. At the very least, she gave up her maidenhood in exchange for her freedom. 

Being the mistress of the ship’s captain had its advantages, the first of which it kept her from being shipped back to the plantation and whipped to the bone. Further, life on the high seas, as dangerous as it could be, was an exhilarating experience. The rolling of the ship’s deck, the beautiful sunrises and the salt spray fed her very soul. 

Using the light of the fire to explore the room, she found a bright cozy quilt and wrapped it around her shoulders. Her dress still felt damp, but until she found some other clothes, she would remain in them. Lucy squeezed the cold water out of her thick, tangled hair and listened to the wind rattling the shutters. Where can I go from here?

Since the ship had been lost, dashed against the rocks and sunk to Davy Jones’s locker, Lucy was lost with it. What could a Negro woman do on an anonymous shore? Slave laws were in effect. Whoever found her could sell her whether as a bed wench or a field hand. Staring at the dancing flames, a thought occurred to her. Perhaps the shipwreck was a sign. Perhaps it would be a way out of the life she’d been leading. She shivered and pulled the quilt closer around her. A way out. A time to start over. The possibilities gnawed at her mind. 

Gazing around the room, she noted the furnishings were more suited to a high-class drawing room as opposed to a fisherman’s shack. A settee was covered in deep indigo velvet and pictures of seascapes adorned the patterned walls. Ships in bottles, tiny gold statuettes and glass figurines crowded every surface. How peculiar. 

A loud thunk nearly made her jump out of her skin. She scrambled to her feet and turned around. Could it be the owner?
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Chapter Two
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LUCY TURNED AROUND and almost laughed with relief. No mysterious owner stood behind her, ready to demand payment for her brief stay. Instead, stirred by a gust of ocean wind, the door knocked against its jamb. Still shaking with cold, Lucy went to the door and shut it firmly, throwing the latch for good measure. If there were any owners of the house, she would either be locked in with them or had barred them from their own premises. 

Holding her breath, Lucy moved to the center of the room and stood still. Beyond the cracking of the fire, she heard nothing. Satisfied that she was truly alone, she nodded and went back to the fire. First, she would warm herself, and then seek out food. She had accomplished her first goal, to find shelter from the night. 

Her gaze was drawn from the fire to the mantel over the fireplace. Lucy gasped aloud. A large portrait of a man, framed in ornate gold, dominated the wall above the crackling fire. Dark as English tea, with eyes that seem to dance in the firelight, he cast a mighty presence. His ebony three-cornered hat sat at a rakish angle, tipped over his left eye. Gold hoop earrings, one in each ear, gleamed against his dark skin. His white shirt, tethered only by a crimson waistcoat, exposed a well-muscled torso. Firmly set lips and a broad, proud nose completed the picture of a fine-looking man. 

Lucy drew in her breath and a warm rush spread across her body. A fine-looking man, indeed. A sight better than Captain Jacob, whose weathered skin and watery blue eyes often called on the best of her acting skills in order for her to make him feel like a man. With this lovely vision, she would have no need of pretense. 

A sneeze brought her back to reality. Enough of her swooning over a portrait like a lovesick schoolgirl. Things needed to be done. Despite the warmth of the fire, she had to get out of this wet dress or risk illness. Beyond that, she needed to find something to eat and drink. After taking care of her basic needs, she would be in a mindset conducive to finding her way out of here. 

Spotting a hurricane lamp on one of the cluttered tables, Lucy picked it up and lit it from the fire, using a piece of kindling. She then walked through the door next to the fireplace, which she assumed, led to the rest of the house. 

“What a strange house,” she said aloud, her voice echoing off the plaster walls. The hallway was long, the floors polished and the rugs, from what she could see by the light of the lamp, were clean. From here, she had a choice of two doors and walked through the nearest one. 

Holding the lamp high, she shone the flame around. A shiny black stove, a wooden table and an ice box were all free of dust, as
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