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        Journal of His Majesty’s Ship Relentless

        Frigate, 5th Rate, Lively Class, 38 Gunner

        Johnathan Gresham, Captain

      

      

      LOG ENTRY DATE: AUGUST 8, 1818

      LOCATION: 24ºN 77ºW, NORTHEAST OF THE NORTHERNMOST ISLE OF THE BAHAMAS, WEST INDIES

      Storm broke last night. Foreyard snapped in two. Eight men injured, no deaths. Decision made to anchor in the lee of a small uncharted island, to harvest timber necessary for repairs, instead of returning to Jamaica, in order to make for England as ordered, to begin new assignment posthaste.
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        * * *

      

      Beads of sweat prickled his furrowed brow as Captain Johnathan Gresham surveyed the tiny island by which he had anchored the HMS Relentless just after dawn. The uncharted, kidney-shaped spit of land, not more than four frigates long, boasted groves of palms and mangroves on the two sides of the low land in the middle. Gresham noted with annoyance the lack of birds calling above the sounds of the surf, a sure sign the island lacked a source of fresh water to replenish his ship’s store.

      He hoped to find a tree suitable for repairing the foreyard, damaged in the wild squall that had bested his abilities the night before. A sudden bursting change in the wind’s direction had taken hold of his fore course sail and snapped the yard like a twig. He had never seen anything like it in all his twenty-one years at sea. And at five and thirty, he had been at sea most of his life.

      Gresham rubbed the back of his damp neck, rankled at this unanticipated delay, but more disappointed with himself for not having seen the storm coming the evening before. He was usually able to predict such things and hated being caught off his guard.

      Pacing the deck and working his jaw, he licked the salt from his lips as sweat dripped onto his black cravat. He could feel the moisture seeping through his white linen shirt into his pale-yellow waistcoat. To top it off, his navy, gold-embellished captain’s coat was suffocating.

      He calculated they should be able to make repairs and set sail for England in a matter of a day or two. The quicker the better, if only to get out of this devilish heat. He was due for a furlough and still hoped to visit his sister and brother-in-law between commissions. It had been far too long since he’d seen them.

      He was also anxious to get back to his own investigation into London’s rash of missing girls, which had consumed him the last time he was there. The kidnappings had continued, or so he had heard, and he could not get the plight of those poor little souls out of his mind. As much as he relished chasing pirates and capturing prizes around the West Indies, something pulled his heart back to England.

      Donning his dark-blue bicorn hat, he prepared to go ashore. He could have let his ship’s carpenter and mates supervise the choosing of the tree without him, but he liked to see that things were done properly. Besides, it was a good excuse to stretch his land legs a bit before the fortnight of sailing ahead.

      “Boats all ready, Mr. Bowling?” Gresham shouted to his coxswain over the rail.

      The weathered, red-faced sailor looked up and saluted. “All ready, Capt’n!” Bowling called as he settled his oarsmen in the launch and held the rope by the hull’s outer steps for the captain to descend.

      Two small wooden dinghies were already occupied by Mr. Jameson, the ship’s carpenter, and his mates, along with a few other strong sailors who would help fell the chosen tree and hoist it aboard. Sweat dripped down their sun-leathered faces as they swatted at the swarm of insects hovering over them like a black cloud.

      Gresham nodded to Bowling. “Let us make haste. No sense staying in this heat any longer than necessary.”

      Bowling grunted in agreement as Gresham lowered his frame to his seat in the stern sheets of the launch. The count was given, and they rowed the short distance to the beach and dragged the boats onto the shore.

      Just as Gresham’s boot sank into the white sand, his gut clenched with an eerie sense that something was amiss. The hairs under his queue stood up, and he heard the quickened surge of his pulse in his ears. His eyes flitted to the stand of trees past the beach, but there was nothing. All was strangely quiet.

      He shook off the unwelcome feeling. What could possibly be a danger here on this pathetic little rock in the middle of nowhere?

      He waved his hand in front of his face to clear away the buzzing swarm and the silly thoughts of buried treasure and other bits of nonsense that flashed through his mind.

      It must be the lack of sleep and his rattled nerves.

      As the men marched behind Jameson up the slight incline toward the large stand of trees to the northeast, Gresham gazed around, still feeling in his bones that something was off.

      He fell behind the men, and Mr. Bowling kept his pace as they picked their way through the thick tropical flora. The breeze whisked through the palm branches above, echoing the sound of the waves on the shore. They stopped in their tracks at a shout from Jameson up ahead.

      “Capt’n Gresham! There’s somethin’ ’ere you should see, sir!” Jameson beckoned to the little clearing under the trees, where his crew circled.

      Gresham and Bowling increased their pace and arrived to find Gresham’s curiously somber men looking down at the ground. Some had even removed their caps.

      There in the ground was a roughly made wooden cross stuck into the sandy soil at the head of a long mound.

      Gresham stopped short. “Dear God, what a place to be buried!” His voice was rough with pity. Kneeling on one knee, he removed his hat and examined the cross. There was no name of the soul occupying the grave. It wasn’t freshly made, but certainly not older than half a year.

      He looked up at his men. “Curious indeed. Be careful not to disturb it and get on with the business at hand.” With a wave of his hat, he motioned them to continue, though he remained.

      His feeling of alarm grew. “Hold up, Mr. Jameson.”

      The men waited as Gresham spoke to Bowling. “Mr. Bowling, take a few men and have a good look around.”

      “Aye, Capt’n.” Bowling snapped into action. Borrowing three men from Mr. Jameson, they split up to search the island, while Jameson took the others deeper into the trees.

      Gresham stood by the grave, the back of his fingers stroking the stubble on his chin. Now he felt the queer sensation that he was being watched. He searched as he paced beside the grave, fanning himself with his hat. Finally he stood still by the cross and lowered his head.

      “Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day, our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive⁠—”

      He was stopped short in his prayer by a call behind him from the southern end of the island. Replacing his hat, he moved in the direction of the voice.

      A panting Mr. Bowling met him on his way. “Capt’n, we found somethin’ else you should take a look at, sir!”
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        * * *

      

      Dear God! They’ve come back. Panic shot through her like a lightning bolt after spotting the British naval ship approaching. Her thin hands trembled as she strapped her Bible to her waist and ran from her shelter along the back side of the island to the tree she had selected long ago for just such an emergency.

      Every beat of her heart slammed against her ribs as she struggled to climb to the security of the nest she had created. Settling under the branches above the large clutch of coconuts, she caught her breath while slowing her racing heart and thoughts.

      Dear God, please protect me. Please don’t let them find me.

      Her stomach rolled with fear and hunger. She had not had time to find much to eat before the ship neared the island in the pale light of dawn. Thinking it best to open a few coconuts before anyone came ashore, she’d used the butt of her knife to crack them open, partaking of one and setting the others aside.

      Her mind raced with questions. How long would it take them to lower a boat and land on the beach? Were they coming to make sure she was dead?

      Peering out from the leaves that surrounded her, she saw not just one boat but a launch and two dinghies lowered with a dozen men aboard them. Then her heart stopped dead when she saw the man in the captain’s coat and bicorn hat come down the steps on the hull and take his place among them.

      My God! It is him.

      Her panic crescendoed to a fever pitch while her head swam, and tears of dread filled her eyes.

      He’d come back to find her bones under the trees beside her husband.

      Her gut lurched with the revelation.

      But he would not find her bones, thanks only to God’s mercy. And when they did not find her corpse, they would know that she still lived, and they would hunt her down.

      Holding her breath, she watched in strained silence as the men made their way from the beach and up the small slope straight toward the stand of trees where she hid.

      Dear God! What shall I do? Have you saved me thus far only to have this monster come back and finish me off? Only you have helped me to survive. Only you can save me now.

      She bit her lips hard, trying to keep the sheer panic from making her collapse in a faint and fall out of the tree. Closer, closer they came, looking up at the trees. Then she noted how the captain lagged behind the main group.

      Wasn’t that just like him? Sending others to do his dirty work for him.

      Every muscle in her thin frame tensed in her effort to remain still while the men drew up directly under her, pausing to look at her husband’s grave. Jarred by the shout of the man with the axe over his shoulder, she heard him calling for the captain.

      No! she screamed silently as she gripped the branches. Leave him alone! Haven’t you done enough to him already?!

      She wanted to shriek down at them as the captain came near, removed his hat, and knelt by the little cross she had fashioned at the head of the grave.

      Straining to hear what he said over the breeze hissing in the leaves of the trees, she could not quite make it out. Then she caught sight of a tall black sailor among them. Her heart gave a small leap of hope, but from her vantage point above them, she could not be sure if he was the same man who had helped her before she was left here to rot and die.

      The captain pointed toward the trees and the men left, including the black sailor, leaving only the captain pacing beneath her.

      Should she attack him while he was alone? She shuddered.

      But how could she ever overcome a tall, strong man in good health? And what would the others do to her if she did?

      Then something extraordinary happened. The captain stood by the cross and bowed his head, and this time she could just make out what he was saying. To her astonishment, he was praying.
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        * * *

      

      Gresham shivered as a tickling bead of sweat rolled down his back while Bowling led him toward the trees at the island’s highest point. As Gresham approached, the murmuring men fell silent. Expecting to continue walking uphill, he was surprised when the terrain dipped downward just underneath the circle of trees, and his face cooled slightly from their shade.

      “It’s there, sir.” Bowling pointed to a clump of bushes at the base of the tree trunks.

      At first it wasn’t plain what he should be looking at, but as he drew closer, something took shape.

      They weren’t bushes at all. Instead, a hut was fashioned out of layers of palm fronds, supported by the tree trunks and a few sturdy mangrove branches.

      Naturally camouflaged, the dwelling was something more than a primitive lean-to and appeared to have been thoughtfully made. The joints were tied together with handmade braids of stems and vines, with layers of palm fronds thick enough to keep out the rain.

      Gresham marveled at its engineering. Then his attention was drawn upward by a delicate, musical sound coming from the branches above. Hanging in little groups were strands of seashells, woven into braided lengths, gently clicking in the breeze.

      The sound gave Gresham a haunted feeling. “Have you looked inside, Mr. Bowling?”

      “No, Capt’n. I thought it better to wait for you, sir.” Bowling’s wrinkled face was flush with excitement. He rubbed his hands together like an eager schoolboy.

      “Very well then.” Gresham abruptly handed Bowling his hat and dropped down onto all fours to crawl through the low opening.

      The space smelled earthy, and the first thing he saw was a shaft of light pouring in from the back side, where a break in the branches made a sort of small window, giving the occupant a view of the sea and beach below and, presumably, to let in the breeze.

      “Hmm, not as dark and cramped as I expected,” he said.

      “What’s that, sir?” Bowling called from the entrance. “Shall I join you inside?”

      “No, Mr. Bowling,” he barked. “Please stand guard. Especially since we don’t know who owns the place.”

      “Aye, Capt’n.”

      The ceiling allowed just enough room for Gresham to rise to his knees. He found himself facing a Royal Navy–issue hammock exactly like the ones his men slept in side by side belowdecks. The hammock was secured to the tree trunks supporting the shelter, from one side to the other.

      His mind swirled with the possibility of another survivor of the shipwreck he presumed the occupant of the grave might have experienced. Someone had to have buried whoever was in it. The hut wasn’t new and showed signs of having been lived in, but it didn’t show the wear of more than a season or two.

      But how could someone be alive here that long with no evidence of a water source? His gut twisted with pity at the thought of someone so alone and with little hope of rescue in such a place.

      Something in the shadows under the little window caught his eye, and he pushed the hammock up and over his head so he could reach the back of the dwelling. Crawling along fresh palm fronds covering the floor, he sat down next to a large box against the back leafy wall.

      It was, in fact, a traveling trunk, not like a locker used by seaman but something that had cost its owner more than a shilling or two. Gresham shuffled the trunk around to better catch the light. The wood was grayed from water damage, the latch from the hinged lid was broken, and some nails from the corners were missing.

      “Hmm, unexpected indeed,” he muttered.

      On instinct he reached to lift the lid, but halted, feeling he was about to invade someone’s privacy. He reconsidered and even shot up a quick prayer for wisdom.

      Leaving the box to itself for a moment, he sat back against the wall and looked up at the ceiling. How long would it take someone to construct such a sturdy little shelter? With its positioning and the way it huddled down so the wind would roll off its curves, it might very well protect someone from the terrible storms that would certainly have beaten down upon the island.

      Shifting to retreat, he was strangely reluctant to leave this quiet, cool, yet lonely little place. Deciding to respect the owner’s privacy and not examine the contents of the trunk for now, Gresham took one last wondering glance around and stooped under the hammock. His hand landed on something sharp.

      “What the devil?”

      Taking the offending object up and angling it toward the light, he found a beautifully carved tortoiseshell comb, the kind a woman used to secure her hair up off her shoulders.

      Gresham sat back down and stared at the delicate thing in his hands. His perspective altered. His thoughts raced. A woman? Here? How could it possibly be?

      Crawling back to the trunk, he threw open the lid. A lady’s trunk, filled with the scraps and ragged remains of a lady’s belongings. Pieces of muslin clothing, a petite sewing kit, hairpins, a small broken mirror, even a lady’s reticule containing buttons, and an embroidered well-used handkerchief.

      The revelation stunned him.

      Gresham scrambled out of the shelter and ran into the startled Mr. Bowling.

      “Where are the others?” Gresham growled.

      “I sent ’em to look round, sir. I thought we might need to be looking for whoever lives ’ere, sir. I ’ope it was the right thing to do, Capt’n,” Bowling reported.

      Gresham nodded. “Gather the men, all of them, on the beach, even Jameson and his crew.” He barely looked at Bowling before pushing past.

      Bowling led the others back to the beach soon after. Jameson and the rest of the men now carried a straight tree trunk on their shoulders.

      Gresham gathered them around. “Now, men, we have found more evidence besides the grave that someone is living here. Perhaps a castaway from a shipwreck.”

      Gresham glanced from face to face and knew he had piqued their curiosity. “And I believe that this person may possibly be a woman.”

      Their eyes widened, but they held their tongues.

      He turned to the ship’s carpenter. “Mr. Jameson, I want you and your men to load your timber onto the launch immediately. Mr. Bowling will convey you to the ship. Have some men also take one of the dinghies. Tell Master Mackenzie to take charge. And fetch Lieutenant Compton, Mr. Latch, Dr. Braxton, and Mr. Green here.” He pointed to three sailors. “And leave me these men.”

      The men sprang into action. Gresham put those remaining to work. “Now, gentlemen, we’re going to search the island more carefully.”

      He turned to Thomas Smith. Although Gresham was a tall man, Mr. Smith was at least half a foot taller and a good deal broader in the shoulders. He was a freed slave from Jamaica and an experienced topman. Most importantly, Gresham knew him to be a capable and trustworthy fellow. “Mr. Smith, I want you to walk down to the beach and then circle the island to the north.”

      Smith nodded to Gresham with a salute and departed.

      “Mr. Hodgkins, I want you to do the same, only travel to the south. You understand?”

      “Aye, Capt’n!” Hodgkins saluted and did as ordered.

      “Mr. Patterson, you will walk straight across the island from here to the opposite side and meet up with the others. Then the three of you cross through the middle of the island again, spread out to cover as much ground as possible, and report back here to me.”

      Patterson stood up straight and saluted like the others. “Aye, Capt’n!”

      As the men strode away, Gresham found shade and awaited the arrival of his two lieutenants, the ship’s surgeon, and his steward, Mr. Green. He wondered what the others would think about him summoning his steward, but he felt prompted to include him.

      He had known Mr. Green for several years as a good Christian man with a keen intuition. Gresham trusted him implicitly and did not want to intimidate this poor soul, whoever she was. Gresham knew from experience that he could be intimidating, even when he tried not to be. His impatience and a tendency to rush ahead had given him a reputation for being impetuous in his youth and overbearing in his adulthood.

      Furthermore, Mr. Green was small in stature and had cared for his sick Irish mother until the day she died. Gresham was sure that Mr. Green’s presence would be an asset.

      Gazing out at the Relentless, Gresham rolled over a multitude of questions and possibilities. Looking up to the sky, he prayed, “Dear Lord, have you led us here by your providence to make this discovery? Is it really a woman? How did she get here? Give me wisdom, Lord. Help us find this poor soul if it is your will. I am your servant.”
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      Gresham paced the beach, the constant weight of his orders to timely return to England lurking in the back of his mind despite the current intrigue. The trip for the dinghy would not take long. However, the difficult task of hoisting the tree trunk aboard, using the ship’s main yard and capstan as a crane, was no small task. And the sticky heat was taking its toll.

      He took a metallic-tasting draught from his canteen, but not much water remained. Looking around for a source, he saw nothing and shook his head, still wondering where one would get fresh water to survive on. His heart sank again for the plight of the castaway, but impatience quickly took its place.

      In good time the new landing party came ashore. It was clear the men had already heard the fantastic news about a castaway and the possibility that castaway was a woman. Their eagerness to be of service did not seem dampened by the rivulets of sweat running down their cheeks.

      First Lieutenant Timothy Compton, a tall, rather dashing young man except for his sadly crooked nose, which looked as though it had been broken more than once in battle, stood to attention and saluted Gresham.

      “You sent for us, Captain?”

      “Indeed, Mr. Compton.” Gresham was relieved to see the melancholy Dr. Braxton, his closest friend, who gave him a fresh canteen of water. With a look of gratitude, Gresham took a long drink and gave the vessel back to Braxton.

      “Thank you for thinking of me, Doctor.”

      “Of course, Captain,” Braxton replied with a slight smile and friendly nod. His cropped hair glistened with perspiration.

      More refreshed, Gresham led the men into a shady spot on the beach, where he apprised them of the situation. “Well, gentlemen”—he looked down at Mr. Green first with a slight nod—“it seems the hand of providence has guided us, by way of our little skirmish with the storm last night, to an unusual discovery. As I am sure you have heard, there seems to be someone living on this godforsaken island, and there is also evidence this person could possibly be a woman.”

      Gresham paced in front of their line, conveying an unruffled countenance. “I know that you are thinking the same as I. How in God’s name would a woman get to such a place, let alone survive? We also discovered a grave today but have yet to find out who lies in it. So perhaps, at least for a while, the person or persons living here have not been by themselves the entire time.” He paused, wiping the sweat from his brow with his handkerchief.

      “Now, if someone is living on this island, where are they? Why don’t they simply come out and gladly be found? Perhaps they are ashamed of their current condition, or maybe they are afraid. They may consider British sailors to be enemies.” This last thought made him uneasy, but he ceased his pacing.

      “Whatever the case, we have a delicate situation on our hands and will need to take care with how we proceed. I have already sent three men to circle the island and then traverse back to here. They shouldn’t be long in⁠—”

      His speech was interrupted by a commotion some twenty-five yards away toward the waist of the island. Gresham and his men sprinted toward the incident. When they arrived at the lowest point, they spotted Hodgkins and Patterson rushing from the other direction toward the sound of someone thrashing under the dense foliage. Pushing back the enormous leaves of the plants, they discovered Mr. Smith, his leg sunk knee deep in the ground at the plant’s base, struggling to free himself. Patterson and Hodgkins laid hold of Smith’s armpits and pulled. A strange sucking sound filled their ears as they dislodged him, and when his leg popped free, they all fell backward in a pile.

      Gresham offered Smith a hand up. “Are you all right, Mr. Smith?”

      “Aye, Capt’n,” he replied, obviously embarrassed.

      “Good! Now then, what in the world took hold of you here?”

      The others joined Gresham in lifting the leaves to examine the soft ground underneath.

      “It is damp here, Captain.” Lieutenant Compton squatted, showing the spot where the sandy soil was soggy. And there, where Mr. Smith’s leg had made a deep impression, lay a pool of water.

      “That’s groundwater, sir.” Hodgkins crouched beside the puddle, dipping in his finger and licking it. “There’s a good deal of limestone down there by the taste of it, but it’s drinkable. Would you like to try it, Capt’n?” He dipped in his hand and offered it up to Gresham.

      Gresham laughed. “No indeed, Mr. Hodgkins, for I have no interest in drinking anything that has lately had Mr. Smith’s foot in it!”

      The others had a good laugh with him, roughly slapping Smith good naturedly on the back.

      Gresham looked at the group. “What’s to be made of this, lads? A water table perhaps?”

      Mr. Latch nodded. “Perhaps, sir.” Although Latch was Gresham’ second lieutenant and barely seventeen, his discipline in his studies and aptitude for all things scientific had garnered him the reputation of being a know-it-all amongst the officers. “Indeed, if this island were a bit larger and this spot a bit lower, there might even be a bit of a spring or pool here, sir.”

      Gresham pondered for a minute. “So that solves the question of water then, but we seem to be no closer to discovering our castaway. Come this way and I will show you the shelter we discovered.”

      The others were as impressed as Gresham with the construction of the dwelling. And he made one new and significant discovery as well. On the back side of a tree near the hut were hash marks, made by something sharp. They were in groups of seven. A way to mark time, and if one slash represented one day, the sum was figured to be around four and a half months. Not far from his earlier estimate.

      While the men took to searching for more clues around the exterior, Gresham motioned for Dr. Braxton to join him off to the side. With the others not near enough to overhear his lack of formality, he crossed his arms over his chest and asked, “What do you think, Paul?”

      Braxton pushed his spectacles higher on his narrow nose and looked Gresham in the eye. “To be quite honest, I am in a bit of shock and awe. It is disturbing, alarming even. To discover a castaway is unlikely, the stuff of novels, but for a castaway to be a woman, now that is something that has never crossed my mind.”

      The doctor rubbed his high forehead and drew a heavy breath. “But there is one thing I know for sure—that she has survived this long is a testimony to the remarkable human will to live, but no one would be able to survive in a place like this forever, nor would one want to, unless there is something desperately wrong with their way of thinking.”

      Gresham’s heart sickened as he asked the lurking question. “And what if there is something wrong with their way of thinking, as you say? Perhaps she has gone mad and that is why she does not show herself?”

      Braxton’s brows lifted. “It is a distinct possibility, being in a place like this, her companion dead, isolated, perhaps even suffering from an injury or illness. We will have to deal with her as we find her. And we must find her, John. We really have no other choice. To leave someone here, man or woman, would be cruel beyond words.” Braxton folded his arms, as if settling the point.

      “Of course we cannot leave her, but she is making things awfully difficult.” Gresham slapped his thigh with his hat. “How could anyone keep themselves this well hidden in such a small place?” He pressed his lips and flared his nostrils as he kicked at the rock by his foot. Then he stood still, his eyes narrowing. Looking at Braxton with a tilt to his chin, he turned his eyes to the trees above the hut until they rested at the tops, where the leaves swayed gracefully in the breeze.

      The doctor followed his gaze. “How on earth would she get up there? One thing is sure—if somehow she is up there, she won’t survive there long in this heat.”

      Gresham met his eyes again and shook his head incredulously, not sure of the idea himself.

      They were interrupted by Mr. Green. “Pardon, Capt’n, but Mr. Compton has made a discovery, sir.” The Irish lilt to Mr. Green’s tone sounded too cheerful for the circumstances.

      Compton reported finding the remains of a firepit on the back side of the hill from the dwelling. “There is evidence of someone cooking over a fire there, sir. Empty coconut shells, bits and pieces of shellfish remains. And there is this, sir.” Compton held out his hand, a small stone in his palm.

      Gresham took it and inspected it closely. “A flint! Now that is handy.” He showed it to Braxton, then shoved it safely into his pocket.

      “And we found a few footprints, Captain. Very small to be a man’s, sir.” Mr. Latch lifted his foot. “They only came to here on my foot.” He outlined to a spot just at the ball of his boot.

      Gresham took a long, pondering moment. He clasped his hands behind his back, looking up at the treetops, then took note of the position of the sun in the summer sky. “Right then.” He pursed his lips as he collected his thoughts. “First, I will show you the grave, and then I want every inch of this island searched. Not one bush or rock is to be unturned. If there is someone here, I want them found. However”—he raised a hand and glanced at Braxton—“it is possible that this person needs to be handled with the greatest of care. Doctor, what advice would you have for us in that concern?”

      Braxton breathed deeply in through his long nose and clasped his hands behind him. “Well, assuming that this person is indeed a woman, there is a good possibility that she may, shall we say, not be dressed as modestly as she might wish to be.”

      Gresham noticed that though Braxton didn’t stumble in what he said, he was, nevertheless struggling to sound discreet, considering the subject. Anyone could imagine what a group of sailors were conjuring up in their heads at the thought of finding a half-naked woman under the bushes.

      “We must be extremely considerate of her modesty if this is the case,” Braxton continued. “There is also the possibility that she might be confused in her mind and, therefore, may be frightened and intimidated by a group such as ourselves, so we must not appear to be aggressive in any way. With that in mind, if you do find her, it would be best to keep your distance while keeping her in sight until we can assess the situation and make her feel as comfortable as possible.”

      “And that, gentlemen, is where Mr. Green comes in.” Gresham motioned for Mr. Green to step forward.

      Gresham put a friendly hand on Mr. Green’s shoulder. “Since Mr. Green is smaller in stature than most of the men on the ship . . . uh, no offense, Mr. Green”—Gresham smiled down on the shorter man—“and because he cared for his own mother until she passed, may God rest her soul, he is perhaps the man amongst us with the most experience in knowing how to make a lady feel at ease. Therefore I requested that Mr. Green be on hand, and even if this lady does not speak English, I thought him the best man to be the first to communicate with our castaway and be our noble ambassador of goodwill.”

      Poor Mr. Green’s face flushed bright red, but Gresham clapped Green on the back with a chuckle and a smile of brotherly affection. “So if you do find this poor soul, give her the dignity that any lady deserves and do all you can not to frighten her. You shall search in pairs, so if she is found, one of you can keep her in sight whilst the other fetches Dr. Braxton and Mr. Green to do all the talking. And now I feel I must turn my attention back to the ship and the repairs in progress. If she is found, send for me immediately.”

      He donned his hat and waved them on. “All right. Be about your business now. Mr. Latch, would you be so kind as to convey me back to the ship?”

      “Of course, Captain.” Latch snapped to attention.

      With a meaningful glance back at Braxton, Gresham left him in charge and strolled with Mr. Latch toward the boats.
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        * * *

      

      The ship’s bell chimed three in the afternoon when Gresham stepped back on board. After examining the progress of the repairs and finding all in good order, he sent a topman aloft supplied with a spyglass and orders to look at the top of each tree and report immediately if anything unusual was found.

      To his great disappointment, nothing was sighted, either in the treetops or on the ground. Incredible. His frustration mounted. He had been through battles, chased pirates, found out men’s secrets, and sailed this ship to the other side of the world and back, but he could not find one little woman on a tiny little rock like this? Ridiculous.

      A few hours later, Gresham called for Mr. Bowling to collect the search party. “Tell them we will resume in the morning. They need their dinner by now.” And so would she. Better to give her some time to herself.

      Gresham asked Braxton to join him in his cabin for dinner. The stern cabin was the private domain of the ship’s captain, and Gresham’s was divided into a small night cabin, where he slept in a hanging berth, and a day cabin, furnished with a large table and chairs, desk, and cabinets, with a full view out the gallery windows of the sea as it drifted past the rear of the ship.

      “I’ll be jiggered.” Gresham growled. “Either there is no one here, or she has a hidden cave we cannot find the entrance to.” He raked his hands through his hair, which had, as usual, fallen out of its queue. Sighing wearily, he propped his long legs up onto the empty chair next to him. “Well, Paul, what do we do now?”

      “I am as baffled as you, John.” Braxton rubbed his long auburn sideburns with the back of one hand, his wine in the other. His hazel eyes stared intently at the table, as if searching for ideas. “Perhaps there is a way to entice her to come out from hiding of her own accord. Food maybe, or clothes?”

      “Hmmm. Now, my friend, you are onto something.” Gresham lowered his feet to the floor and leaned forward, taking a long sip of wine. “We must give her a good reason to show herself.” He bent his head, staring down at the green damask tablecloth. He worked the muscles in his jaws as hard as his mind, and a cloud darkened his thoughts. When he finally looked up at Braxton, he added a heavy gravity in his voice. “Perhaps the reason will not be a pleasant one.”
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      They would have to exhume the body from the grave.

      But dear God, how could they do something so cruel? Gresham hated cruelty toward anyone, especially a woman. Several times during the night, he’d knelt, fighting to quiet his racing thoughts and still his soul, begging God to speak to him, only to be left with a feeling of dread and self-recrimination. At last he’d resigned himself to being the worst of jackanapes.

      Just after dawn he heard a knock at the door, and Mr. Green entered with a breakfast tray without waiting for an answer, as was his custom. “Top o’ the mornin’ to ya, Capt’n!” He placed the tray on the table and was out the door before he could hear Gresham’s grunted reply.

      He leaned his head back, stretched his neck up, and slid his shaving blade along his tanned skin. Might as well look presentable if he was going to be a devil. He glowered at his reflection in the mirror.

      He gulped down his coffee, crammed his biscuit into his mouth, buttoned up his blue double-breasted day coat, and took his bicorn from its hook. Marching out the door, he tossed a quick “Morning, Quist” over his shoulder as he swept past the red-clad marine sentry standing guard outside the captain’s cabin. He took the steps up the companionway two at a time.

      The boatswain piped his tune, announcing the captain’s presence on deck, and the starboard side was cleared for his pleasure. The first item on his agenda was to send Mr. Smith up to the mizzen top with a glass to have a look around. Next, he checked the progress Mr. Jameson was making on the repairs of the yard and other damages. “Things look like they’re coming along nicely, Mr. Jameson.”

      “Aye, Capt’n! Should be able to finish sometime late today or tomorrow at the latest, sir.”

      “Excellent. I am anxious to get us out of this heat. Now, Mr. Jameson, I do not wish to cause you any delay in your work, but I need something made as quickly as possible, if you please.”

      “Of course, Capt’n. What is it you need, sir?”

      “I am in need of a box. It needs to be so long, so high, and so wide.” Gresham demonstrated the required dimensions with his arms. “And it will need a lid, but do not attach it, as it needs to remain loose until its contents have been placed inside. And I will need to borrow a hammer and a pouch of nails.”

      “Right away, Capt’n. ’Ave it done in ’alf an hour, sir.” Jameson sent two men to take on the project. “’ere, Capt’n. You can use my ’ammer.” He handed it over with a leather pouch of nails.

      “Thank you. That should do the job.” Gresham turned to go, but paused. “And have that box dropped down to the launch when it is finished, if you please, Jameson,” he called over his shoulder as he strode away. Blasted awful business this. The knot from the night before still lingered in his stomach.

      Since he had a bit of time on his hands before the box was ready, he strode to the quarterdeck to check in with Lieutenant Compton and his helmsman. Then he proceeded back to the foremast and called up to Mr. Smith, his hand cupping the side of his mouth. “Anything to report, Mr. Smith?”

      “No, Capt’n, nothin’ to report, sir” came the low, bellowing reply.

      Blast.

      Mr. Green appeared with a second cup of coffee for Gresham. It was a bit bothersome how this little man could anticipate him and show up with just the right thing at just the right time. “Thank you, Green. Now would you please go and gather the men from yesterday’s search party. I will need their services again this morning. And bring another seaman besides Smith today. He is a good fellow but a bit daunting, I’m afraid.”

      “Aye, Capt’n,” Green chirped.

      Just before he was out of earshot, Gresham called after him, “And find me some shovels, will you? Three or four should be enough.”

      Green lifted his hand in assent and disappeared down the companionway.

      The box appeared at last and was lifted over the railing. He sickened at the sight of it. Of course it looked like a coffin. Everyone could see that it was a coffin. It was, after all, a coffin, wasn’t it? Gresham gripped the rail and tried not to vomit. He had always hated coffins, ever since the death of his little sister and he’d been obliged to see her ghostly white body in one, and the familiar guilt of being responsible for her lying there came crashing in on his conscience like a giant wave on the shore. With no small effort, he stuffed the guilt back down.

      Better to bury people at sea, he quipped to himself. No nasty coffins to deal with.

      The search party assembled. Every man was furnished with a canteen, and Green handed out the shovels and tools. Gresham was a bit irritated by the slight tardiness of Braxton, but he shortly emerged. Gresham fought with success the urge to chuckle out loud at the sight of the doctor. Braxton had a canteen slung over one shoulder, a small medical box hung on a strap from the other, and a wide-brimmed straw hat on his balding head. He looked at once like a man going on an expedition or to a picnic, but when he met Gresham’s eyes, his gaze was gray and somber.

      “All right, gentlemen, off we go.”
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        * * *

      

      Gresham said nothing as they rowed the short distance to the shore. His sullen mood made the others subdued as well. He kept quiet as he led them up the little incline to stand with his hat in his hands, looking down at the cross at the head of the grave, pursing his lips and hating what he was about to do.

      He motioned for the men to gather closer and spoke in a low tone. “I am sure you have all guessed what it is we are about here. The reason for this exercise is an attempt to give our castaway the impetus to come out of hiding. It is a dreadful deed, I know, but the only leverage we seem to have.” Gresham caught a glimpse of Braxton’s grim face. “Now, I want you all to stand around the grave, and when I give you the order, I do not want you to actually start digging but to pretend to—just shuffle some sand around as if you are digging. Then we shall see what happens. If that is not enough, we will have to get more serious.” Gresham caught Braxton’s dubious nod of approval and motioned the men to their places.

      Raising his voice so that anyone on the island could hear, he began. “Gentlemen, we have before us a somber task today. Since we have not been able to find anyone alive on this island to help us identify the poor soul who lies here, we have no other choice but to remove the body and take it with us back to England. It is not what I would have wished, but . . . well . . .”—his speech faltered, and he added weakly—“as I have said, it seems we have no other recourse.”

      With one last glance at Braxton, he continued, nearly shouting. “Now, gentlemen, I would ask you to kindly remove your hats in a gesture of respect for this poor soul and join me in reciting the Lord’s Prayer.” Gresham took a deep breath and slowly released it. He bowed his head and closed his eyes. “Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name. Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those⁠—”

      Gresham stopped short at the sound of a great rustling in the treetops overhead. Looking up, he was blinded by the sun’s rays shooting through the dancing gaps in the leaves, and just as he shielded his eyes with his hand, the end of a rope dropped down and the flurry of bare feet, bare legs, ragged skirts, and flowing hair of a woman slid down the rope and landed with a whirl on top of the grave.

      Gresham’s mouth gaped, and he stood back, taking her in. There she was, clothed in rags, her long, sun-bleached hair flying around her slim body. One hand clung to a worn leather Bible strapped by a cord to her waist, and the other gripped the handle of a long-bladed fighting knife. He was only aware of this knife being held directly at his face by his peripheral vision, as his gaze was locked with her gray-blue eyes, full of fury as they blazed at him under her angry brows. Gresham couldn’t breathe. She was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

      His mind wouldn’t cooperate. “Oh! Well then,” he stammered. “I mean, good day to you, madam. Uh, yes, well, you see, we were just, uh, I mean, my name is Captain⁠—”

      At the mention captain, the lady took a menacing step toward him, her eyes narrowed and her jaw set harder still. Gresham stepped back with his hands up. “Oh! Yes! I see! All right then, uh, my name is John Gresham, and my men and I are from the ship, as you see, over there, called the Relentless. If you would, please allow me to introduce these kind gentlemen to you.” He gestured to the men behind her.

      She kept her ground and did not turn around, the knife steadily pointed inches from his face. He could see the men behind her were ready to spring upon her, but he gave them a slight shake of his head. “Yes, well, let’s see now. There is Mr. Compton over there, and that’s Mr. Latch next to him, and next is Mr. Hodgkins, Mr. Patterson, and Mr. Brice, yes, and now here to my right is Mr. Green. He is a very fine chap, you see, and here to my left is Dr.—”

      This time it was Dr. that jarred her, and she swung to face Braxton, pointing the blade at his nose, the fury on her wildly beautiful face turning to horror. She spun her leg to the left, kicking Gresham in the stomach, and took off like a shot in the direction of the boats on the beach.

      “No! Don’t chase her!” Braxton cried as he held out his hand to help Gresham to his feet.

      Gresham stood doubled over, trying to breathe the air back into his lungs.

      “Are you all right, sir?” Braxton asked.

      Gresham nodded and followed the lady down to the shore, with his men in tow, still gasping for air. By the time they reached the beach, she had already tossed her Bible into one of the dinghies, put her knife between her teeth, and pushed the boat out into the water. She swung herself in, grabbed the oars, and rowed madly away from them.

      “It’s all right—she cannot get far,” Gresham sputtered. “The surf is too strong.”

      His command of his thoughts was returning. “Mr. Bowling, I want you to take Compton and Latch in the launch and get around behind her. Not too close, mind you. Take your time and slowly herd her close to the ship. Mr. Hodgkins, take Dr. Braxton and Mr. Green with you in the other dinghy. Get them as close to her starboard side as possible without posing a threat, just near enough so that Dr. Braxton and Mr. Green can try to speak to her. We want to get her on board the ship of her own accord.”

      “Captain,” Braxton warned, “what about the heat? She will not last forever out on the water in the full sun. What if we cannot reason with her?”

      The urgency in Braxton’s tone alarmed Gresham even further. “You are right, Doctor. In that case, if all else fails, then signal me by waving your hat and we will have to go back to digging.”
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        * * *

      

      She rowed away from the shore in violent desperation, her heart pounding in terror and her mind wild with fear. Dear God, she prayed frantically, help me! Give me strength or give me death. I cannot face such monsters again!

      But her prayer for strength went unanswered as the ache in her arms forced her to stop rowing while the other boats moved closer and closer, trapping her against the looming hull of the ship. She slapped at the water with her oars, splashing at them as they drew nearer, and was ready to fight them off if they tried to attack her, but exhaustion and the scorching sun were sapping her of any fight she had left.

      Drowning in irrational thoughts and seeing the boat with the doctor edging ever nearer, she succumbed miserably to her helplessness and buried her face in her hands, silently weeping. I cannot go through this again, God, she prayed. Please, please do not ask it of me.

      Even now, in her troubled soul, there remained a small remnant of quiet faith. Even before, when there had been nothing but torture and death to endure, and then never-ending days of the effort to survive one hour at a time, this one tiny thread had held her together like a lifeline of sanity. And now, once again a still, small voice made its way through the rest of the cacophony of silent screams in her mind.

      I am here, daughter. Surrender to me.

      Utterly defeated but never abandoned, there was nothing left for her but to obey. She stood to her feet in the little boat, and raising her arms to the heavens, she surrendered to God and to the inevitable doom that surrounded her.
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        * * *

      

      Braxton’s chest twisted at the sight. Seeing someone so powerless, so completely at the mercy of people she feared so intensely was a torture to behold. That he was part of the gang entrapping her made him want to retch. The look of horror on her face when she had learned he was a doctor had felt like a sword in his belly. He had never experienced such fear and hatred from anyone.

      He watched as, exhausted, she let go of the oars and bent her head over her lap, her face in her hands hidden by her tumbling hair. Her thin back shook with silent sobs. A sickening helplessness gripped him as he motioned for Mr. Green to start talking.

      Mr. Green leaned over the edge of the dinghy. “Please, dear lady, ya have nothin’ to fear. We are friends, ya see, and God has sent us ta find ya and take ya home ta yer fam’ly. Now, if ya would just row o’r ta those steps on the ship, we’ll help ya on board and have a nice cup o’ tea and a bit o’ supper. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      No response.

      Braxton could see her strength waning. Moments later she stood in the jostling boat, her face tilted skyward, covered in tears. She lifted her arms, reaching high overhead, as her lips moved soundlessly, and he realized she was praying.

      Braxton had never seen anything so heart wrenching. He could hear Mr. Green whispering prayers behind him. Besides heartbreaking pity, something else rose to the surface of his soul. He was terribly frightened. But, he argued with himself, haven’t I been through battles and plagues, seen men cut in two by cannon balls shattering the walls around me while never once losing focus on the task at hand? I have never given way to panic—why now?

      Watching the hopeless woman in the dinghy, his mind flashed with memories. The last time he’d felt like this was as a child. Oh yes, he had prayed then, begging God to rescue him when he’d heard his father calling him to come downstairs and be taught a lesson in God’s judgment. He had prayed in vain then. He would not pray now. He would rely on himself and his own mind, as he had vowed to long ago.

      Again she sat down, rowing desperately. The fight was draining from her. Braxton knew he didn’t have much more time. Gripping the side of the dinghy, he tried to be heard over the waves. “I am sorry. I am so very sorry.”

      The merciless heat waged war on all of them, the sun’s rays scorching their backs and its reflection off the water blinding their eyes. Braxton pulled the strap of his canteen over his head, and with a swing of his arm, lobbed it in her direction. To his great relief, it landed in her boat at her feet. “Please, dear lady. Please drink it all,” he called.

      She darted him a fierce look, then picked up the canteen and removed the lid, letting it hang on its little chain. She sniffed at the opening, glared at Braxton with defiance, then slowly poured the water from the canteen over the side of her boat into the sea. Then she threw it back at him as hard as she could, and Braxton caught it just before it slammed into his face.

      “No, oh no! Now why would she go an’ do a thing like that, sir?” Mr. Green said behind him.

      Braxton replaced the lid on the canteen. “Because she thinks it is poisoned.” With a heavy sigh, he pushed to his feet and removed his straw hat. With a fling and a spin, he sent it flying in her direction, again relieved that it landed in her boat, this time behind her. “Please, madam, please put it on.”

      She twisted to pick up the hat, and once again her smoldering gaze locked with his. Holding the hat by the brim, she plunged her fist through the straw crown and flung it back in his direction. This time it didn’t quite reach them, and Mr. Hodgkins fished it out of the water with an oar.

      Defeated, Braxton looked down at the dripping hat in his hands, raised it over his head, and waved. She must have known it was a signal. She stood as she watched Gresham on the beach wave his bicorn in reply. He motioned for the men with him to take up the box on the beach and carry it up the little berm and into the brush.

      Standing only a moment longer, she swayed and collapsed.
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      Gresham watched the whole drama unfold from his helpless position on the shore. He chastised himself for not joining the men in the boats, but since she had kicked him and fled, he’d thought it better for him to stay away and not cause her more of a threat than she already felt. His heart nearly burst out of his aching chest when she stood, arms lifted toward the glaring August sky in a desperate petition to God. He hung his head in his own pleading prayer, begging God to forgive him for his impatience and forcing her hand. If only he had put more faith in God’s timing and stopped worrying about the plans of men, even if they were made and ordered by his superiors in the King’s Royal Navy.

      He had to admit he’d had no peace in his spirit, no confirming release from the dread he had felt in his gut when he’d forged his plans.

      Blast it all, Gresham, he berated himself. Why couldn’t he have waited at least until the repairs were finished? Why couldn’t he have tarried one more day before he bullied her?

      He watched in horror as she rejected Braxton’s overtures and knew the clock was ticking. Who knew the last time she’d had some water. When Braxton stood waving his pathetic hat over his head, Gresham could hardly breathe for the solid lump in his throat. As he waved his own hat in response, he said aloud, “Fool. What an utter fool I am.”

      The men with him carried the box coffin-style and followed him in silence. They shared worried glances and worked quietly. The body was soon uncovered, as the grave was shallow and the soil sandy. It was sewn up like a cocoon in a canvas hammock, in the sailor’s traditional way of preparing a body for burial at sea. Kneeling beside it, Gresham gently brushed off the sand and dirt, then helped the others lift it gingerly into the box, nailing down the lid himself.

      After he finished, he resurfaced out of the trance he’d been in. He gave the men orders to collect everything they could find on the island she might consider her personal property and to bring it all to the ship’s wardroom. Then he ran as fast as his long legs could carry him back to the beach to wait for the first boat to take him back to the Relentless.
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        * * *

      

      When Gresham reached the main deck, he asked where she had been taken and was directed to his own cabin. He flew down the steps of the companionway and stopped short before the stern cabin door. Trying to steady his breath and his beating heart, he swallowed hard and opened it.

      She was lying unconscious on a cot near the open gallery windows at the rear of the room. Her ragged clothes were heaped on the table, and she wore
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