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      It had been a few weeks since we buried our dead at sea, and my work felt as if it had doubled. Even my normal chores around the galley took twice as long to complete. Despite Matthew’s attempts to keep me on top of my game, my heart and mind were constantly concerned for Meriden. She just . . . she just wasn’t the same after the burial. Every time I had enough free time to check on her, I’d find her staring into the distance, her face ashen. Dark circles were starting to appear under her savanna green eyes, and she was only putting a half-hearted effort into the repairs of the starboard bulwark.

      I spoke with Doctor Hobson about it, my first thoughts being that her behavior had something to do with the concussion she suffered during the storm. But as time went on, a part of me wondered—after the death of so many men—if she was being haunted by the ghost and the curse. I hadn’t thought about it since that night in the crow’s nest. With the pirates, becalmed seas, and hurricane, I had been a bit distracted from my promise to figure out what was happening to her. In addition to that, there was another problem. I had noticed Lemmon lingering around Meriden more and more. His one eye always filled with hunger. It disturbed me to the point that I hardly wanted to leave her side.

      Running my fingers through my hair, I felt something rub against my leg while I sat on a crate by a bucket of peeled potatoes. A familiar tan and black stripped cat brushed herself up against my britches. I bent over to scratch the cat’s ear, her purrs vibrating into my fingertips. I’d seen her around the galley a few times and even fed her a few scraps from my plate. In return, she broke the necks of several rats eating our goods and kept me company when I most needed it. She was amazingly sweet and gentle for one of God’s best killers. The cat broke free of my touch. Standing on her hind legs, she pawed my knee as if to say, “thank you,” and then trotted out of the kitchen.

      I finished the stack of potatoes, leaving them for Matthew and the crew’s morning meal. I followed the cat’s footsteps out of the kitchen, walked out to the open deck, and looked at the night sky. The brilliant stars bringing my thoughts once again to Meriden and our night in the crow’s nest. Though it shifted in the sky, I could still spot her favorite star. Sirius, was it? My thoughts consumed by her, I headed up to the main deck and drifted toward the officer’s quarters. This shift’s helmsman kept a wary eye on me while I approached the bulwark. I didn’t dare get any closer than that. I was close enough. I could feel my heart beating rapidly at the fact I was in spitting distance from her bed. I leaned on the gunwale, breathed in the salty air, and continued to take in the stars, picturing her by my side.

      That was until I caught sight of movement in the shadows of the stairs to the quarterdeck. “Oy,” I called out when I realized the figure was lurking near the door to the officer’s quarters. My gut sensing bad intentions, I cried out loader. “Oy, get away from there.”

      The helmsman, hearing my call, turned around and grabbed the figure by the collar. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I heard the helmsman growl when I charged over. My eyes widened when I saw who the figure was. Lemmon, whose teeth were bared, shot a deadly glare my way with his piercing grey eye.

      A lump jumped into my throat, and the urgent need to hit the man caused me to clutch my hands into fists by my side. Lemmon’s eye still wouldn’t leave my gaze, not even when the helmsman tossed him out into the open and ordered him to get out of here. Taking the opportunity, I redirected my efforts to slipping into the officer’s quarters without making a sound. Had Lemmon attempted this before? Had he been in her room? I quietly shut the door and glanced at the beds around me. From what I could tell, both Captain Connell and Railing were asleep—particularly Railing, who snored louder than a raging tornado. Mr. McAllister, on the other hand, must’ve been somewhere on deck, because his bed was empty, and dare I say, completely unmade. I tiptoed to Meriden’s door, slowly turned the handle, and pushed the door open.

      When I stepped into her quarters, I found Meriden awake in her bed. Her hand held up to the moonlight as she twisted it a hundred and eighty degrees back and forth. Like there was something there I couldn’t see. I walked to her, gently wrapped my hand over hers, and hushed her startled gasp.

      “What are you doing in here?” she whispered, raising herself onto her elbow.

      I tightened my grip on her hand and brought it to my chest. “Why were you looking at your hand like that?” Technically, I knew why. I knew from the last time we spoke of the curse, but I wanted her to tell me herself.

      She stared at me for a bit. “You didn’t answer my question.”

      Neither did you. “Lemmon attempted to slip in here.”

      “What?”

      I pushed her back down as she started to get up. “It’s fine. I saw him before he could get beyond the door, and the helmsman threw him out.”

      Meriden’s uneasy breathing started to settle, but my pulse was racing between our entwined hands. I wondered if she could feel it too. She finally relaxed and fixated on me. “It’s getting worse,” she moaned.

      “What is?”

      “The black veins,” she explained. She pulled her hand from my grasp and showed it off in the moonlight. The light made her skin look as pale as the color of milk. “I used to only see them in a trance, but lately, I can see them in the moonlight. See it?” After a while, she pouted with a sigh. “You can’t see it, can you?”

      Instead of responding to her directly, I took her hand once again and started to massage her calloused and raw palm. Doctor Hobson removed the bandages to allow the rope burns to breathe. But the skin was still tender where Meriden gripped the rope that saved Alex—one of the Orion’s cabin boys—from plummeting into the sea during the hurricane. Much like the cut on my hand from when Railing drew my own knife on me. Thankfully, the stitches had been removed the week before, and the itchiness had stopped shortly after.

      “Then,” she continued, “I am going insane.”

      I pushed back her hair and cradled her cheek. I really didn’t know. I wasn’t a doctor. Yet the timing of the map, the ghost’s appearance, and her seeing these things seemed too coincidental to be anything mental. “I’m not ruling anything out,” I finally told her. “Whatever is happening to you, we’ll figure it out together. Just as I promised you before.”

      Meriden pulled her hand away and curled into herself, facing away from me. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      My chest constricted at her response. “You’re right,” I agreed. A gentleman shouldn’t be in a lady’s room in the middle of the night. But I couldn’t bring myself to leave her side. Not with her in this state or Lemmon lurking about the ship.

      Against all common sense, I pushed her gently to one side of the coffin-sized bed and crawled in next to her. She looked at me, but didn’t protest. And why would she? I had already been in her bed twice, and it was not like we had participated in sexual activities. I was simply here for moral support. At least, that was what I continued to tell myself as I pressed her spine into my abdomen. Her sweet scent of wood and wildflowers enveloped me the moment we cuddled up together, forcing me to take a deep breath. My racing heart calmed with her close presence and the soft touch of her auburn hair.

      She quickly dozed off in my arms, providing me further evidence of the sleep she needed. So, for the next couple of nights, we continued just like that. At the end of my night shift, I would sneak past the helmsman and through the officer’s quarters to be with Meriden, providing her the comfort that allowed her to finally take her mind off the ghost. And then, before the start of my early morning shift, I snuck out and headed straight for the galley. By some miracle, I never got caught. However, on the third night, both Meriden and I woke up to an early bell. We stretched, then I turned to look out the window. I couldn’t even tell if it was near dawn or after. The ship was wrapped in a thick blanket of fog. I groaned and pulled Meriden to my chest.

      Meriden pushed back. “You need to get out of here.”

      “It’s only fog. The bell you heard is to let any ships nearby know of our presence,” I uttered half-asleep. “Nothing to worry about.”

      “Exactly. Didn’t Baker say something about my father’s coordinates leading to fog and unseen rocks?”

      My drowsy mind vaguely remembered the conversation with the bloodthirsty pirate who shanghaied me from my home, confessed to murdering Meriden’s father, and attempted to kidnap Meriden back in Horta. “Yeah, and it might be only fog.”

      “Even if that is the case, I need to check out what is happening,” she argued. “And you can’t afford to be caught in here. Cyrus would tear you apart limb from limb.”

      More like he’d keelhaul me. I yawned and slowly started to move. “You win. I’m getting up.”

      The order to get out of bed made the action more difficult. I knew I should listen. I knew Meriden’s concerns were serious. My body just didn’t want to move, much less let go of Meriden, and my mind was already drifting back to sleep.

      “Gregory!”

      My eyes shot open. “All right. All right. Can’t blame a man for being tired.”

      I slowly crawled out of bed, stretched, and rubbed the back of my neck. Meanwhile, Tucker stretched at my feet. As Meriden jumped out of bed and ran to her desk, I knelt to give the miniature dog his morning pats. I glanced over my shoulder at Meriden, her eyes distant while she dug through several scattered charts and papers—probably no thanks to Wally, Meriden’s orange tabby, who was rolling and playing on the desktop. Watching the entertainment, I also couldn’t help feeling nostalgic over the scene. Honesty, I wouldn’t mind waking up to this every day for the rest of my life.

      She raised the map of Death Island, then hurried to the door. Before she raced off, she paused and turned to me. “You might want to wait a few minutes before sneaking out.”

      I smirked at her suggestion. “I know. This isn’t the first time.” The only difference is that you’re usually asleep. And believe me, getting through the sleeping bears’ den was the worst part. At least, with the fog outside, I could be sure the officers’ quarters would be empty. Well, unless Railing was still snoring up a storm.

      I could see her heave a heavy sigh before smiling. “See you in a bit.”

      “See you in a few,” I returned, then she was off, leaving me with Tucker licking my hands.

      I shook off the light layer of slobber from my palms before wiping the rest on my britches and standing up. In my head, I began to count to one hundred and walked over to the desk where Wally was batting at an object playfully under the charts Meriden left behind. Curious to what he was playing with, I flipped over a piece of paper to reveal my mother’s coin. The top arrow that normally was above the skeletal figure’s head had moved to rest by the sphere in the figure’s hand. The direction correlating with what a nearby compass stated was south-southwest. Strange. I picked up the coin, placed it in my palm, and moved the three rings in different directions. The rings slowly slide back until the top arrow was once again facing south-southwest; the first and third rings swung clockwise while the second ring rotated counterclockwise.

      “What deviltry is this?” I pondered. I never knew the rings to move on their own. Thinking it over, I tried to rotate the coin so that the skeletal figure’s head faced me. As before, the rings slowly shifted until the northern arrow was pointing south-southwest.

      I looked between the coin and the compass needle. “It’s a compass,” I blurted out, connecting the two.

      I give Wally a rough rub on the belly before racing out of the cabin. Meriden was right. This fog was the fog Baker mentioned, and I had a feeling my mother’s coin was the way around the unseen rocks. That’s why he came back to North Carolina and shanghaied me. Why he tortured me for the coin’s whereabouts. It was the only way to get to the island. I burst through the doors of the officers’ quarters, not caring that I startled a handful of crewmen, including the helmsman I snuck past the night before. Leaping over the stair rail to my right, my feet hardly touched the steps as I ran. Mr. McAllister, Captain Connell, Swan, and Meriden all gathered around a barrel with a chart and the map laid on top of it.

      “Rocks?” Mr. McAllister asked the moment I stepped foot on the quarterdeck. But the only person’s attention I drew from their conversation was the captain’s. And the glare I received was not very welcoming. If looks could kill. . . .

      “That’s what Baker had said. And who knows how many shipwrecks.” Meriden breathed. “Sorry I didn’t mention this sooner, but to be honest, I haven’t been in my right mind for the past few months.”

      “So, I’ve noticed,” Captain Connell growled, almost directing his comment at me. “We need to find a safe way through before we drift any deeper. One slip up—”

      “I think I found what you need,” I announced and held up my mother’s coin. I then marched up to the barrel and placed the coin so the skeletal figure’s head pointed toward the forecastle deck. Everyone watched as my mother’s coin shifted its rings to point south-southwest once again. “I think I finally understand my part in all this. The coin my grandfather stole, it’s a compass. But instead of pointing north, it will guide our way to the island.”

      Meriden’s jaw dropped, “How did you—”

      “Wally brought it to my attention.” I couldn’t help laughing at my own words. A cat solved an ancient puzzle. Meriden glimpsed at me with a befuddled look. Her beautiful lips pinched, tempting me to steal a kiss. Shaking the urge from my thoughts, I continued with a boyish grin, “Long story.”

      The captain straightened his stance, using his height as a posture of authority. “Are you certain this accursed item will lead us safely through this ungodly fog?”

      I shifted my gaze to Captain Connell. For what seemed like an eternal war, we stared each other down, waiting for the other man to flinch. Finally, I spoke the words my gut was telling me. “Yes, sir. I’d stake my life on it.”

      The captain bore his gaze into me before responding. “It’s not just your life at stake here, son.” He paused, then addressed Swan next to him. “Mr. Swan, I want you—”

      “Already on it, captain.” Swan grabbed the chart, map, and coin and rushed to the main deck.
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      Listening to Swan direct the helmsman through the fog, I sighed and leaned my cheek on my fist while I rested my elbow on the port beam gunwale. Time, in these clouds, seemed eternally frozen, and tension melted into boredom as the Orion had slowed to one and a half knots in order to navigate the narrow passage.

      Greg walked up and placed a lantern on the railing next to me. “It’s as quiet as the grave out here.”

      I could sense the Orion gently shift in a new direction under my feet and watched as a patch of sharp rocks gently scrapped the side of the ship. The remains of a small schooner cradled in the mess.

      “Appropriate terms. How long have we been out here?” I had stopped counting the bells, so I really had no clue.

      “Eight hours,” Greg informed me.

      I stared out into the fog again. “We should almost be there.”

      Greg laughed and patted my head like Matthew did when I had been impatient in the past. “Give it a chance.”

      I was so thrown off by the gesture, I couldn’t even think how to react. It wasn’t patronizing in any way. In fact, it had been gentle, almost like he was lovingly stroking a cat. During our silence, he continued to brush his fingers through my hair. The motion becoming slower and slower, sending my mind into its own fog.

      “Clearing up ahead,” Nest’s voice rang from the crow’s nest.

      I glimpsed toward Greg, whose lips were thin; his eyes were heavy with disappointment. He pushed back my hair one last time, then jerked his head toward the forecastle deck. “Let’s get you to the bow of the ship.”

      He intertwined his fingers with mine and tugged me forward. My heart galloped in my chest. A heat burned under my skin, starting from my limbs and moving deep into my core. My head felt light and dizzy. I was so bewildered by his touch, I didn’t become aware that we arrived in front of the bowsprit until Greg pressed my abdomen against the bulwark. He then moved behind me, his warm hands wrapping gently on either side of my hips.

      The veil of fog lifted to reveal cliffs of slate grey stone that stood higher than the masts of the Orion and a canyon shrouded in lush green vegetation. The canyon’s width was wide enough to squeeze a man-of-war’s hull. I held my breath as we drifted closer. Nest called down directions to the helmsman, but I was too awestruck to hear his words while we navigated through the rocks and cliffs. The canyon’s walls split like curtains to reveal a familiar cove I’d seen drawn in my own blood. Above the tree canopies peeked a half-collapsed Mayan pyramid, towering over several other stone ruins that laid scattered through the emerald palm trees and the golden beaches. Slightly to the right of the pyramid, embedded in the cliff face, four intertwined waterfalls poured crystal water above the thicket of mixed trees. Yet there appeared to be no outlet—no creek or stream—for the amount of water being discharged.

      Greg placed a hand on my shoulder and pointed down at the transparent aqua water below. My eyes were met by an array of bright colors. Wondrous, low-growing coral reefs made the cove’s floor shine like a treasure trove while brightly colored fish gently swam away from the hull of our ship. It was fortunate our draft was so shallow. I couldn’t see a frigate or galleon managing its way to shore, unless it was specifically designed for rivers and sounds. Even Baker’s ship would tear itself apart if it came too close to shore.

      In addition to all the beauty, there was a strange presence in the air that sent shivers tingling throughout my cursed veins. But unlike the fear I felt with the ghost, this sensation was peaceful. Almost accepting and welcoming. Like this whole island was a dream paradise. Whatever this tranquility was trying to push into my mind, my heart knew there laid something false beneath. Something sinister.

      “It’s beautiful,” I whispered, despite the uneasiness that twisted my gut.

      “It is, isn’t it?” Greg breathed into my ear. I could see his smile in the distant reflection below us. Then it slowly faded, like he was sensing the same thing I was feeling. That something was off. “Just remember, even the most beautiful things in this world can be dangerous.”

      I twisted my fingers into his and tightened my grip.

      “We’ll beach her over there,” I heard Cyrus’s voice drift up from the main deck, talking to a member of the crew. “Meanwhile, we’ll set up the camp amongst the stones over there, along the southwest shoreline.”

      I scanned the entire shore, again. From the rocks and foundations that littered the beach, it was apparent that the whole cove had once been a grand city. Nowhere near the size of London or Bristol, but still, it must have held a sizable population in its time. A thriving culture. And with the protection of the fog, rocks, and shallow water, I had to ask myself: what brought such a city to its knees?

      

      Our longboat brushed up against the hot, shimmering sand, allowing the first shore party off before heading back to the Orion for the next. A lot of preparations were needed, especially when it came to pulling the Orion on to a sandy clearing about a half mile from our planned settlement. Several crew members were assigned to the scouting party, including Greg and myself. Our mission, to explore the jungle at the foot of the collapsed Mayan pyramid and maybe find clues where Cutup hid his treasure.

      I jumped onto the soft earth and stared at the unusual vegetation. I had never seen anything quite like it. First of all, despite it being fall, almost everything in sight was still lush and green. From the unusual trees to the vines entangling their trunks, to the plants growing in the undergrowth. A few dwarf palms scattered about had hanging limbs covered in dangling flowers that reminded me of snowflakes. Another cactus-like vine bore palm-size fruit that was a brighter pink than the roses of the Railings’ garden. And some of the vegetation growing along the jungle’s edge even appeared to be succulent blades of grass.

      “Bloody hell,” I heard Alex whisper next to me.

      I related to the amazement in his voice. Hell, I’m sure many of us probably were thinking the same thing. At least for Alex, George, Matthew, and me, we’d been living in England most of our lives. And I was positive Greg and Cris were in similar positions, having lived their lives in the Colonies and Azores. The only world travelers of our little shore group were Joshua and Nest. Even Neil, one of the Orion’s younger, less experienced crewmen, acted as if he had seen all this before. I walked slowly toward the jungle’s edge, drawn to the rustling of undergrowth. There were several pairs of curious eyes on me. Many of them from animals that looked like a variety of different cat-like creatures. Their only commonality being their ears were small and round. One was speckled and slinked back quickly into the shadows. Another returned its attention to the log it dug its claws in. Its most notable features were its long snout with striped tail. And two others continued to stare, their black and white tails brushed out and raised. In the trees there were a few monkey-like creatures, only they didn’t have faces like the primates I’d seen on sailors’ shoulders. Once again, they looked feline. Their bodies shimmered a golden tan while they basked in the sun. Their sleepy eyes blinking slowly.

      Yet I could feel another pair of eyes watching, their gaze more intense than the wildlife. It wasn’t menacing as one might expect. Nor did it feel foreboding like the blank stare of the gardener’s ghost. But it was intense, and I knew instinctively that it was full of longing and hope. I searched for the source of the sensation in the deeper shadows, where the speckled cat had vanished. All I could see in the darkness was more thick vegetation.

      Tucker barked, distracting me long enough for the sensation to disappear. “Meriden,” Joshua called. “Come on.”

      The group was moving toward the collapsed Mayan pyramid, nearly leaving me behind. Only one person leaned on a nearby tree waiting for me, and shockingly, he wasn’t the man who called my name. Greg was watching me from the short distance. His peridot eyes silently taking me in from head to toe. My cheeks warmed as I glimpsed at my boots with an embarrassed smile. How could I sense a mysterious gaze but not his? It made me feel oblivious to what was right in front of me. But seeing him watching me made my insides tingle with joy. I bounded forward, coming up alongside Greg. We quietly strolled together behind the group, who started on a visible path. Though my heart was drawn to the man next to me, my mind wouldn’t let go of the gaze I sensed earlier. I skimmed over the landscape, noting the stone foundations that were buried under the jungle vegetation and red and black sandy soil.

      Continuing on the path, I spotted something that was definitely not like the others. In the short distance, rows of makeshift crosses stuck up from the ground like apple trees in an orchard. The air became heavy and frigid in a spiritual sense. It forced my steps to slow under its weight, while a blitz of orange fur burst through the vegetation, straight for the mass graveyard.

      “Tucker,” I called, bumping into Greg when my body automatically lunged. I stumbled on my feet, and Greg caught me in his strong arms. “Tucker, no.”

      Regaining my balance, I ran after my dog with Greg following close behind. Ahead, Tucker was sniffing, pushing, and shaking something with his muzzle. But the vegetation was so thick, it wasn’t until I was on my knees next to him that I finally recognized what he was going after. Two skeletons laid tattered and torn with their shovels not too far from their mangled bodies. Horrified by the sight, I reactively pulled Tucker by the scruff of his neck away from the scene.

      “Tucker, no!” I bit out. Tucker struggled against my hold. “Get away from them. Let the dead rest.”

      “What the hell happened here?” Greg asked.

      I looked down at one of the skeletons. Its clothes not so much what I pictured ancient Mayans wore. In fact, despite being shredded to threads, the fabrics and coloring resembled that of a British naval uniform.

      “I’m not sure. But I think we found Cutup’s crew,” I said breathlessly. I turned to Greg to find him staring at me with one eyebrow peaked.

      “Meriden,” Alex’s voice echoed, and Cris’s shortly followed. “Senhor Wilson, please hurry. You’ve must see this.”

      Greg and I glanced at each other before I picked up a whimpering Tucker and started toward the jungle’s edge. Technically, I was still in shock over our discovery. I knew Cutup’s crew died on this island, but I pictured an instant death where the whole crew perished. All those crosses indicated something much different. For there to have been time to bury their dead, men were dying individually or in small groups at a time. Most likely from disease in an environment such as this. Which caused me to be concerned about the potential risk of what we might have been exposed to? I stumbled my next several steps, my grip on Tucker becoming tighter in fear I would drop him. Greg wrapped his arm around my shoulder and braced me against his side. I took in his scent of fire ash and sea air and relaxed. He really was becoming my anchor to solid ground. It was interesting. His touch, which could make my heart pound, also calmed me when I needed it most. No anxiety. No agitation. Just easy breaths.

      Far from the graveyard, I let Tucker go on ahead until we came to a large stone courtyard, where we were greeted with a strong gust of wind. The jungle had been so thick, it had blocked the view of the rolling, dark grey clouds overhead. A storm was on its way, but that obviously hadn’t stopped the group from splitting up and viewing the ruins. George was the only one left waiting for us. His jet-black hair whipped by the stiff breeze.

      “Been waiting for you two,” he barked. “We thought maybe you got lost for a moment.”

      “Nice to know you care,” Greg growled, his voice barely reaching my ear.

      I crinkled my brow. Greg’s sarcastic statement had a point. If they thought we were lost, why didn’t they come find us? “Tucker stumbled on a graveyard,” I informed George, shouting over the wind. “I have my suspicions it was Cutup’s crew.”

      George’s tight jaw and crossed arms eased like he was relieved. “Oh,” he managed. “Mr. McAllister wanted us to team up and head over to the larger collapsed pyramid we saw earlier. Seems to be a few other smaller ones. The others went on to explore them and the surrounding structures.”

      It was the first time I really took notice of the ruined city around me. Greg and I had even passed by several impressive structures to get here, which I didn’t fully register until that moment. The courtyard itself was dazzling in the fact it was built using multi-colored stones, and it was large enough to fit a small fleet of ships, side-by-side. But it was hard to believe I had blindingly walked into the center of the miraculous city without realizing it.

      George was correct in that there appeared to be three pyramids in total: the collapsed pyramid, which was lined with the mouth of the canyon, and two smaller pyramids to the north and south of the courtyard. Based on the smaller pyramids’ structure, only the house-like building sitting on top and the ninth terrace were missing from the larger pyramid. The rest of the city consisted of structures built on all different levels of terraces, columns, and stairs. And the glyphs carved into several stones were a good foot in height.

      The ingenious people that once lived here must’ve been really into heights.

      I tucked a free strand of hair behind my ear and slowly scanned everything once . . . twice . . . three times before turning back to Greg and George. Greg appeared to be in as much awe as I was, but George’s focus was solely on me. His smirk reflected in both his smile and in his honey-brown eyes. I shot him a glare in return, resisting the urge to stick out my tongue like a little girl. This wasn’t Matthew or Rupert, after all, which made me think twice about my actions. Especially when I knew how he felt about me. A little guilt set in, because I told him I couldn’t fall in love, and here I was falling for the man next to him. As I looked between Greg and George, his smirk faded, and his bright eyes dimmed.

      “Well,” George spoke up. “Shall we?”

      He didn’t wait for any sort of response before heading off. Feeling the awkwardness of the moment, Greg and I exchanged glances, and I released a heavy sigh. I then marched forward to the collapsed Mayan pyramid, which grew more impressive with each step. The serpent heads at the base of the staircase blankly gazed toward the east, protecting the doorjambs that were sunk below on either side of the pyramid. They were practically invisible until we were no more than ten yards away. George came to a stop, his head slowly tilting down at the half-buried doorjambs, then shifting up the tall narrow steps leading to the half-collapsed structure on top.

      “Mr. Wilson, why don’t you check out the top,” he suggested. “Meriden and I will explore below.”

      My jaw slacked; the blood rushed from my face as I turned to Greg. I know he said he wasn’t normally scared of heights, but I couldn’t get rid of the memory of him up in the crow’s nest. His pale face and his shaking hands. Plus, those stairs were narrow. What if he missed his footing? That would be some plunge with only stones to break his fall.

      As if reading my mind, Greg gave me a forced smile and a pat on my shoulder. “I’ll be fine. Be safe.”

      “You too,” I whispered while he headed off, but I couldn’t help but worry.

      I followed George underground. A feat considering the doorjambs were half my height, forcing me to my hands and knees. I carefully slipped down a mound of dead leaves, flowers, and dirt to step into a long man-made tunnel. The ceiling arched over our heads, which gave us a little room to breathe. But it was also dark. We only dared to navigate the few chambers the natural light was strong enough to illuminate. All of which seemed empty except for a few carvings. In the final room, where the dim light hardly shined at all, a skeleton laid flat on his belly, as if crawling toward the chamber’s threshold. He was smaller than the other skeletons in the graveyard—maybe a child around Cris’s age—and instead of royal blue, his white coat was dirty and covered in old blood. Spanish Navy, no doubt. Shackles and chains restrained his wrists and bound him to the wall. My heart aching for the boy, I knelt next to him and stroked the top of his skull.

      The sound of a stone being kicked into a wall caused me turn around and glance up at George. Tears were blurring my vision, yet there was no mistaking his slender build, dark hair, and gentle eyes. “He was just a boy,” I whispered.

      George knelt and held out a thin makeshift brand. “I found this next to the entrance.”

      Wiping my tears with the heel of my palm, I took the brand for a closer look, recognizing the initials “CC” that overlapped each other. I’d never seen it before, but I heard the stories. Cutup had fashioned the brand all his own, and just as the navy branded pirates, he used it to brand his victims: both the living and dead. It was said he preferred burning it into their cheeks or scalp. He then ignited his victim’s ships and left the few survivors to drift in a rowboat until they were fished out of the sea. The tales I heard also mentioned that those surviving sailors didn’t live long after their rescue. Many either dying from poor health or suicide.

      I gave a small swallow. “It was Cutup’s brand.”

      A sudden, flickering light on the far wall caused both George and me to jump to our feet in surprise. We turned around to find Joshua and Greg standing behind us. Their hair and clothes soaked, and the expressions on their faces were grim.

      “You gents better be ready to settle in,” Joshua finally spoke. “Thanks to the storm, we’ll be spreading the night in these tunnels.”
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      The storm quickly blew in, forcing our party to sleep in the abandoned dwellings underneath the collapsed pyramid. The men grouped together in two separate chambers while I slept alone in the chamber nearest the doorjambs. Still, the ceilings were too low for comfort, and the endless darkness allowed haunting images to pass through my mind.

      In a half-dream state, I saw myself as a young girl being guided through the city. My hair long, raven locks, and my skin painted blue. Yet something wasn’t right. While I walked behind a man also decorated with blue paint and wearing a jaguar loincloth and feathered headdress, my vision blurred, and my thoughts grew hazy. On top of it, once and a while the painted man before me would change. His image shifting between the painted man and Baker. He dragged me up several steps with a rope that was tied around my wrists. The sound of rushing water drowned out the foreign words the painted man chanted to the massive crowd sitting around a pool below us. I was pushed to the edge of a small platform and shoved onto my knees. The sun drew long shadows from the few trees and surrounding colorful buildings. A shadow of a club rose into the air and fell. The next thing I felt was a sharp pain in my skull, darkness, wet, and cold.

      The whistle of the wind through the hallway jarred my entire body, and my eyes shot open when something stroked my cheek. It was only a soft touch, like a tear trickling down my flesh, yet it was enough to send my heart into a panic. Unable to see what it was—a vine, a spider, a scorpion, a human—I scrambled to my feet and dashed in the direction of the pulsing light drifting into the hall. I quickly made my way toward the chamber I saw Joshua, George, and Neil enter an hour ago, only to come toe-to-toe with some kind of large, hairy spider. Consumed with a deep-seated panic, a scream began to escape my lips when a large, warm hand covered my mouth and pulled me into the other nearby chamber.

      “Shh,” a familiar voice whispered gently in my ear while his body protectively pressed against my back. “According to Doctor Hobson’s observations, they seem to be aggressive toward any loud sounds.”

      Learning that bit of news, I closed my eyes and listened to Greg’s breathing next to my ear. I mimicked his slow breaths and let his rhythm wash over me. After several minutes, he backed away, turned me around, and used his fingertips to find my face. The heat radiating from his touch melted my anxiety little by little.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Though I wasn’t sure how to respond, I knew I couldn’t lie. He’d already seen me vulnerable in the past. He knew my reactions. So, I told him the truth.

      “I had a nightmare,” I whispered. “Then I thought . . . I felt something touch my face. I just . . . panicked.”

      I couldn’t see Greg’s expression in the shadows. However, I sensed by his uneasy shift in stance that he was apprehensive about something. He stood there in silence. Hardly moving for what seemed like an eternity.

      “I couldn’t sleep.” He finally broke the tension.

      I tried to look beyond his figure into the darkness. I could make out maybe four bodies by the different rhythms of deep breathing: Matthew, Alex, Cris, and Nest. I let out a deep breath. The four people I knew I could trust not to kill Greg if they were to discover me here.

      “Then would you mind if I stayed tonight?”

      Greg’s lack of response was more nerve-racking than the storm and spider combined. “Meriden, that wouldn’t be a good idea,” he hissed in a low, husky tone.

      Blinking, I gaped at his response. “It’s not like I’m suggesting we snog or anything.” I paused before continuing. “We don’t even have to cuddle. I’ll take my corner, and you take yours. I just don’t want to go back out there.” I nodded toward the hall. “Not alone.”

      I had a feeling Greg was about to argue his point when a rustle in the darkness and a long moan caught both our attention. “You two do know the acoustics in this room are phenomenal,” Matthew’s sleepy, low voice echoed around us. “Bloody invite the woman to sleep with us. As she stated, it’s not like you two are planning on doing more than sleep. And if you are, do whatever it is quietly.”

      Though this was only Matthew speaking, my whole face burned hot. “I’ll go,” I whispered so soft, even I barely heard myself.

      There was movement in front of me, and Greg’s strong hand took my upper arm. “No, he’s right.” He exhaled. “Join us, tonight.”

      I released a breath I didn’t realize I had been holding. Wrapping his arm around my shoulder, Greg guided me a little deeper into the chamber before gently pulling me to a flatter portion of the floor. I shifted toward Greg’s warmth. His hands directed my head to his shoulder. I dropped my arm over his chest, naturally fitting into one of my usual spots. Unfortunately, my night was still restless. No matter how comfortable I was in Greg’s arms, the dream I had earlier continued to haunt me. By the third or fourth time I woke up, a soft trace of sunlight trickled into the hall and the chamber itself. Blinking, I glanced up to find Greg still asleep. His body propped against a slanted stone. Underneath my hand, his chest rose and fell in deep breaths. I carefully pushed myself off the floor and from his side to stretch my weary muscles. Greg barely budged. Neither did Matthew, Alex, Cris, or Nest, who I could just see sleeping in the shadows. Eyelids still heavy, I looked back at Greg’s peaceful expression, which brought a smile to my face. He was truly handsome. From his long, golden lashes to his full, moist lips and strong chin.

      I gave his thigh a light squeeze, stood up, and walked outside to breathe the fresh, moist air. In the barren courtyard, the sun rose perfectly between the cliffs. The rays reaching for the collapsed pyramid behind me and touching the serpent heads. I glanced at the doorjambs one last time before strolling to what appeared to be a main road. Lost in my surrounding, I drifted from building to building until I came across an overgrown path beyond the jungle’s edge. The beginning of my nightmare flashed into my mind’s eye like déjà vu. It was similar to the trail that lead to the sound of rushing water and my . . . the girl’s death. But that was only a dream, right? This couldn’t really be the same path.

      Goose bumps running over my entire body, I followed the path to mimic the footsteps of the girl in my dreams. New bird songs rang overhead in the trees as I walked, and a roar of a large cat echoed in the distance. Stone steps and walls began to appear out of the lush vegetation. They were coated in images similar to the abandoned city and the same skeletal figure on the map. It felt familiar. More than as if it all came from a dream. It was more like I had lived this life before.

      Eventually, the path came to several forks, which stretched in different directions. I decided to take the second fork from where I stood and stepped down the stairs to find myself in what I would describe as an amphitheater. Not that I had ever stepped foot in one, myself. I’d only heard them described by travelers. The seating was centered around a deep, lapis pool and crystal-clear waterfall. The source most likely an underground spring that flowed out from the four caverns in a natural rock formation. It resembled a skull pushing through the cliff face. Though the majority of the water poured from its mouth, the little trickling streams from the eyes and nostrils gave the figure a gloomy look. Like the land itself was crying.

      I came to the last step, which hovered above the small pool, and glanced to my left. About halfway between me and the skull was the platform which the priest dragged me onto—I mean, the girl—in my dream. The distance of the fall caused my limbs to stiffen in fear. It had to be at least a three-story drop. Dizzy, I jerked my head toward the stone seats next to me and noticed a skeleton lying back in the second row. By his tattered attire, I could tell he was not a native of the island. In fact, he was dressed similarly to the men I saw in the graveyard. Another one of Cutup’s crewman, no doubt. I walked closer, only to gasp when I spied the skeleton’s baby blue eyes staring at me from the beyond. I jumped back; the sight made me feel like ants were crawling under my skin. How could such an unnatural thing occur? Eyes are usually the first thing birds and insects devour. I had seen it myself after a local hanging of a thief. That, and the rest of this man’s flesh, say for a few dangling patches of dried tissue, was completely peeled from the bone.

      This might be a specimen George would like to examine.

      Putting the creepiness of the skeleton out of my mind, I knelt and splashed the cool water onto my face and neck. It felt as clean as it appeared, and the droplets that slipped through my parted lips tasted crisp and fresh. It was so heavenly, I couldn’t help but crave a real bath. On board the Orion, I was lucky to scrub the layers and layers of filth, sweat, and salt off once a month. I quickly pulled off my shirt and trousers and gently laid them on a stone seat. I then peeled off the rest of my undergarments and glanced over at the skeleton.

      His jaw had fallen open.

      Though still weirdly uneasy over the skeleton’s eyes, I chuckled in delight. “Enjoy the view,” I said seductively. “You won’t be seeing anything like this body for a long while after we’re gone.”

      With my false confidence, I dove in and swam toward the center of the pool. As I moved, I felt the crystal water washing my body of its impurities, leaving soft skin. It was a miracle, really. I couldn’t remember the last time I felt so clean. Meanwhile, my oil encased hair was giving in to the current and spiraling around me. I decided to dive a little deeper, expecting to see a bottom at some point. One littered with bones, if my dreams were accurate. But there was nothing. Just a straight drop into darkness. There was no way to know if anything hid there or if it continued to the center of the earth. When my lungs finally begged for air, I resurfaced six feet in front of the waterfall, the spray showering me gently. I ran my fingers through my wet hair, brushing it until it lined up with my spine before diving in once again. This time, I moved to the shoreline and ran my hand along the white stone cliffs. A little deeper, I saw a shelf, which hid a series of underwater caverns. There was even a weak undercurrent threatening to pull me in.

      My lungs began to tremor under the pressure of my lengthy exploration, and I finally swam toward the surface for a breath of air. I should be getting back, I thought before using the shelf edge to help pull myself onto the steps of the Mayan amphitheater. Grabbing my father’s white shirt, I pulled it over my head. The thin fabric quickly absorbed the water from my body to reveal every detail from my breasts to my hips. I then reached over to pick up my trousers, only to discover my belt and effects had gone missing. Excitement and fear pumped through every capillary under my skin, which spiked when a bird cawed with the tinkling of bells overhead. Then I heard the click of a pistol hammer.

      “You shouldn’t leave your effects lying around,” a man with wild, long auburn hair and beard snarled in a very raspy voice.

      Staring at my own pistol barrel, I slowly raised my arms as high as I dared without my shirt showing certain parts of my body. I wasn’t feeling comfortable about this situation. Not one bit. It could be a bluff. I normally carried my pistol unloaded. However, this man had plenty of time to load fresh powder and a ball into the barrel while I was swimming in the pool. I also didn’t want to take my chances on the typical fifty-fifty possibility that the powder would ignite.

      I carefully appraised the man’s well-toned arms, chest, and abs, as well as the tattered combination of britches and loincloth. This man had been here a long time. More than a year. “I’m not a threat,” I told the stranger, wondering how a living soul made it to the island. “My men and I—”

      The man stepped closer, his eyes squinting at me. “Ilene?”

      Gapping at the sound of my mother’s name, I shook my head. “Th-that’s not my name.”

      His eyes softened in disappointment, then he looked at me again. This time, taking everything in. I shifted a little in an attempt to cover my bare legs with little success. He raised his brow and stared me straight in the eye. “Meriden?”

      As if someone had walked over my grave, a cold shiver sent goose bumps over my skin. “How the hell do you know my name?”

      Tears started to form in the man’s eyes while he lowered the pistol by a half inch or so. It would have been an opportune moment to lunge forward and knock the pistol from his hand. Unfortunately, just when I had the thought, I heard Greg’s voice call out my name in the near distance. The man before me raised the pistol higher, shaking his head as if telling me not to answer.

      Thing was, I’d never been one to take orders. “Over here,” I cried out.

      The man glared at me, tilting his head, then he let out a load, humorless laugh. “Even as a child, you always needed a reason to take an order,” he muttered.

      Who in the world is this man? I’d never met him until today, yet he knew my name and how I behaved. He had to have come from our village. I must’ve known this man.

      I watched Greg jog up the path and freeze when he spied the back of the man pointing a pistol at me. His face suddenly turned red, and his fist curled at his side. “Get away from her.”

      Responding to Greg’s voice, the man swung the pistol around. Panic set my mind into a fluster as the barrel inched toward a new target. “Gregory, look out,” I shouted, grabbing the man’s arm. The pistol fired, and the shot hit one the stone walls. Greg flinched, then clenched his fists even tighter and charged forward. While I struggled with the man, I saw movement from the seat beside us. To my disbelief, the skeleton had sprung to life and leapt onto Greg’s back, wrapping his arms around his throat. Horrified, I let out a scream.

      “No worries, Richard,” the skeleton yelled with excitement. “I got your back.”

      The demon then bit Greg in the neck, causing him to grit his teeth with a loud groan. In response, Greg grabbed the skeleton by the arm and threw him over his shoulder. The skeleton landed flat on his back on the steps I was now running up, forcing me to jump over him and into Greg’s arms. Greg caught me and held me close to his chest, which heaved under deep, heavy breathing. Greg’s eyes were two blazing balls of fire as he clenched the skeleton’s arm in a white-knuckled fist.

      “Who the hell are you?”

      The man didn’t even flinch at Greg’s tone. His eyes were calm and collected, slowly moving from Greg to me and back. “Meriden, I understand you’re scared—”

      “I’m not scared,” I barked back in defense. I wasn’t scared, I was terrified. Particularly of the demon that had obviously seen my nude body while I swam. But I couldn’t show my weakness in front of strangers, no matter how frightening they appeared.

      The man exhaled and smiled knowingly. “I figured you’d say something like that.”

      This chap was really getting on my nerves. “Who. The. Hell. Are. You?”

      My statement and raging tone finally shook his unusually calm demeanor that was irking me so. A single tear fell from his blinking eyes into his ragged beard. “I’m your father, Meriden.”

      My mind stilled. My mouth gaped while I stared in disbelief. It had been years since I’d last seen my father; over which time, his image had faded from my memories. First, it was his voice, and then the details of his face. I did remember, however, his auburn hair, his neatly trimmed beard and mustache, his warm blue eyes. Mostly I remember the moments and the feeling of warmth, comfort, and joy they brought. I took in the man before me. His hair color and eye color were a match, and the talking skeleton called him Richard—my father’s name. But the feeling this man gave me—the fear and anxiety—were nothing like that of my father. He wasn’t my father. He couldn’t be. Yet the slight possible resemblance made my heart constrict.

      “Remember when you were little, when I’d take you to the crow’s nests, we’d look at the stars together—”

      “No,” I shouted, shaking my head. The memory hit too close to home. A special memory which I shared with Greg and Greg alone after my father died. I refused to believe this man’s claim that was now tearing old wounds wide open. My pain, anger, and sorrow pouring out in heated tears. I even pushed away from Greg, stepping back from the two men and demon in front of me. “My father is dead. You . . . you’re nothing but the devil.”

      With those words, I ran into the jungle thicket. I heard both Greg’s and the stranger’s voice calling after me, but I didn’t stop. My legs didn’t want to stop. My heart was shattering into pieces once more, and I couldn’t allow that. I had to pick up those pieces. I had to pull myself together. I finally ran myself into a tree to stop myself from running any further. I had no clue where I was or what direction I took. Right now, I just had to stiffen my upper lip and stop being silly.

      I heard hurried footsteps coming up behind me, so I pressed my chest and abdomen closer to the rough bark of the tree. I didn’t need them seeing my breasts through my transparent shirt. Then I remembered that I left the rest of my clothes and effects at the amphitheater. My stinging cheeks grew hot with embarrassment, especially when I felt someone lean over me like a protective shield. A familiar touch tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear.

      “Are you all right?” Greg whispered gently.

      My usual answer on the tip of my tongue, a wall broke down inside me and unleashed the damn I was working so hard to keep at bay. I wasn’t all right. I was angry. At the stranger, at myself, and at Greg. How could I let them affect me in this way? The stranger for his outrageous claim, and Greg for being so supportive. I continually let down my guard even when I didn’t want to. I sunk my nails into the tree bark repeatedly in attempt to calm myself down.

      “Meriden?” The stranger’s voice was hardly a raspy whisper, but the sound of it set my nerves on edge.

      Greg shifted behind me. “Sir, whoever you are, I strongly suggest that you leave her alone.”

      “Meriden, please, believe me,” the man pleaded, ignoring Greg’s warning. “I am—”

      “You can’t be my father,” I snapped, never turning to acknowledge the man. “My father
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