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        [1661 Ce]

      

      

      Pulling himself from the tide, John Skellig clawed at the sandy edge of the cove. The wounds along the soft skin of his abdomen stung like a thousand rusty nails while the undertow attempted to drag him under for the third time. It seemed the Gulf waters wanted him dead as much as the bloody bird shrieking in the night sky. The familiar howls, growls, and screams of the surrounding night cried for blood. Ah Puch, the Mayan god of the underworld, was on the prowl, and Skellig had unwillingly clambered back onto the god’s home turf. On this hidden little island, not far from the Yucatan Peninsula’s west coast, death hid in every shadow.

      Panting from his efforts, Skellig clung to the shore, staring at the burnt bodies that surrounded him. Each face was twisted in agony or charred beyond the point of recognition. Young or old, death was not pretty. Death was not peaceful. Images flashed into Skellig’s mind. Though most of them were hazed over, he recalled being on the quarterdeck of the Plunderer—formally known as H.M.S Islington—giving the six men who survived the cursed island directions to sail into the fog that protected the island’s existence. An order that had come directly from Captain Walter “Cutup” Cummings, himself. In the fog, the bow of the ship hit one of the covered rocks and somehow exploded within the hull, engulfing the entire forecastle in flames. Skellig didn’t remember the ship going down or hitting the water. He had only woken up when the coral reef shelf sliced into his abdomen.

      Now, he found himself thrown back into hell. The bodies of his dead crewmates triggered his blood to pump fiercely through his veins, and he made a mad dash for the ruined Mayan city. The Gulf water that clung to his chest, back, and legs caused him to shiver in the warm, gentle breeze. His blond hair streaked over his baby blue eyes as he made his way blindly into the vast and dangerous jungle. He had no idea where to go or where he would be safe. He wasn’t even sure why he was heading to the ruined city when it had been the center of all the chaos the plagued the cursed island.

      However, it was also the only shelter.

      Why didn’t we listen to the Spaniard’s warnings? His panicked thoughts spiraled. Why didn’t we turn back when we still had the chance? Now, they’re all dead!

      Guilt started to gnaw at SkeIIig’s insides while he thought of his fallen mates. Sixty-five men dead. Most of them victims of various venomous bites, maulings, and diseases that plagued the camp while the captain and a small band of men traveled across this island on a fool’s errand. Madness. It was all madness. The mysterious deaths. The mass murders. The insanity. Trying not to concentrate on everything he witnessed in the past few weeks, he stumbled into the Mayan city courtyard. The collapsed pyramid wasn’t far off, where the underground tunnels would provide the most protection. At least for the night, until he could get back on his feet and contemplate his next steps.

      Then realization hit him in an instant: he was completely alone. There were no other humans in this cursed place. Only wild animals, vegetation, and ghosts. In a moment of uncontrolled rage and regret, he collapsed to his knees and slammed his fists onto the stone ground. His heartbeat pounded in his eardrums. Out of everyone he knew, why had he survived?

      Why hadn’t he died with them?
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        1714 CE

      

      

      “Meriden. Meriden, wake up,” my mother’s voice drifted into my peaceful dreams, stirring me into a semi-conscious state. “Meriden Victoria Cummings, wake up.”

      I moaned, not wanting to hear whatever it was she had to say. Frankly, I was beat from the previous day, both emotionally and physically. Not only did I have to hold back the vomit that crawled up my throat while the persistent Benedict Fisher tried to win my affections with his flattery and insults, I also received what was probably my hundredth rejection for journeymanship from the carpenters’ guild. It had ripped my heart to shreds. Being a young lady was bloody inconvenient. In comparison to the bull crap I had to deal with, men had it easy. Everything was handed to them. Every opportunity. Every advantage. Hell, they got to choose who to marry, where to work, how to govern. Men held the world on a silver platter.

      But not me. Oh, no. Despite being my father’s only surviving child and heir, he had to pull some heavy strings and several favors to get me an apprenticeship in his own shop. I wasn’t exactly sure why. Maybe to keep it in the family or secure a wage for my mother and me if anything were to happen to him. I never had the opportunity to ask, and unfortunately, since his death, the guild no longer recognized me as a suitable member. The rotten buggers. How was I supposed to get out into the world and learn what I need to learn if they continued to refuse my requests? Matthew, my best friend, got his journeymanship when he turned fifteen for God’s sake. Now, he was studying his craft in London under a prominent chef. The lucky devil. The only reason I could still run my father’s shop was because both my mother and I ran off the last three masters who attempted to settle in my father’s place.

      It wasn’t fair.

      “Meriden,” my mother’s panicked voice filtered into my room again. “Wake up. Pirates are attacking the village. They are reaching the shore as we speak.”

      Pirates! I jumped up in bed and threw off my blankets, accidentally knocking my orange tabby to the floor in the process. I raced to my window while Tucker, my corgi, barked and whimpered under my feet. The houses around us were ablaze. Screams came from every direction. The fire from the cannons painted the sky with fresh blood. How the hell did I sleep through this? We should have been out of the house already and running inland along with everyone else.

      The next blast fired. Excitement coursed through my veins, causing every muscle to automatically flinch. The bright light and puff of smoke illuminated the pirate ship’s figurehead. Its bony fingers reaching from the edge of the Bristol Channel for our small harbor. Meanwhile, four boats landed on the shore filled with bloodthirsty pirates. Leaping into the Mouth of the Severn, they ran into the streets to terrorize the fleeing villagers. To venture out at this point would only mean rape and death. The best course of action would be to defend our home and fight to our last breath. That’s what my father would’ve wanted. For some unknown reason, this place was special, not just to him, but to my grandfather and great-grandmother as well. I wasn’t sure what was so important about it. It was only a building. One that could be rebuilt. But they would’ve protected it with their lives. Therefore, to honor their wishes, I would do the same.

      Besides, I wasn’t going to let some stinky, filthy pirate ruin my honor or virtue.

      Tucker whined while I slammed the shutters and made sure I locked them tight. Not that they would hold back a cannonball if one came flying this way, but it would prevent a torch from landing in my room. Running to my dresser, I opened the top drawer and sifted through my undergarments until I found my father’s old knife. Tucker kept close to my heels, his low profile making it near impossible for him not to get underfoot. The disadvantages of being a corgi, I guess. Loyal to a fault, passionate to their charge, and so short they’re constantly getting in people’s way. Those qualities were what I loved about Tucker. After all, he’d been my shadow since he was a puppy, as well as my best friend and companion. The only friend I knew who would never judge me for who I was.

      We ran down the stairs together, comrades in arms. I armed with my father’s knife, and him with his dagger-sharp teeth. When we reached the shop, the door suddenly burst through its frame. The impact sent me flying back. My spine collided with the heavy counter as the hinges clanked to the floor.
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        [Gregory]

      

      

      I awoke with a jerk to the sound of cannon fire and the rattling of the hull floor boards. God damn these bastards! The least they could’ve done was keep the noise to a low roar to let their prisoners sleep. I looked around my small cell and caught some dust in my eyes falling from one of the two wooden beams across the top. Grumbling several curses, I shook my tangled hair from my face and wiped my eyes with the back of my filthy, blood-crusted hand. As I blinked, I stared at my torn and soiled clothes. More dust fell from another blast, pouring into the fresh blood dripping from the whiplashes along my back and the knife wounds that my hosts dug into my arms. It stung like hell’s fire, reminding me what rough shape I was in.

      I listened to the hurried footfalls above while the pirates called out commands to each other on the top decks. Exhaling, I sat up and reflected on my situation. I had lost track of the days and months since I was shanghaied, yet I could still picture my home. My stepfather’s smith shop. My stepbrother’s goofy grin. Elyria’s tempting lips. Ah, Elyria. . . . The girl I had planned to spend the rest of my life with, until her father announced her engagement to Jonathan Pierce. An announcement that took place a few days after returning from war. Aggravated, I stood up and stared through the bars at the door of the brig. It was closed, disabling me from seeing what was occurring in the hull. However, I could still make out several voices just outside.

      The pirate referred to as Brig hissed, “Captain wants you to fetch the carpenter’s daughter.”

      “Carpenter’s daughter?” I whispered and walked closer.

      The higher, husker voice of my crooked older brother replied, “Her cursed father wouldn’t reveal the island’s secret before we ran our last ship aground, getting us all locked in a Spanish brig. What are the chances his daughter knows any more than he did, or even remembers?”

      There was ruffling of fabric and a slight moan. “Just find her and bring her aboard,” Brig barked. “Even if the brat doesn’t know how to reach the island, I’m sure the Captain will find other uses for her.”

      My fist clenched, and I punched the bars. The sharp pain only stinging a moment compared to the rage burning under my skin. I might’ve not known the duration, but I knew they had been torturing me for a long time. Now, they were plotting to kidnap this girl and put her through the same torment. Maybe even worse. I was sure some of these men hadn’t seen a woman in months, and once she got on board . . . Like hell I was going to let that happen.

      There was a thump and a groan, followed by the staggering of feet. “No need to get rough,” my brother growled.

      A set of heavy footsteps walked away from the door. Driven by the urge to protect the girl’s virtue, I glanced around the small cell as another set of footsteps came toward the brig. My sights finally landed on the lowered beams of the cell ceiling. Using what was left of my strength, I reached up and pulled myself on top. The space was a tight squeeze between the ceiling boards and beams, which barely even fit my anorexic form. Once settled, I heard the turn of a key. A grungy man opened the door and staggered in with a juicy apple in hand. He took a large, crunchy bite, making my mouth water and my stomach rumble.

      Stay focused, I told myself.

      I watched the pirate carefully, noting the sway in his step that suggested he had been drinking. Around his brown sash, he had a set of keys and a coin purse. My passage out of this room and to freedom.

      “And how are you today, boy?”

      I gulped, refusing to answer so I wouldn’t give away my position.

      “Ah, don’t worry. It’s about to get better.” The pirate laughed. “Soon, you’ll have a cell mate. Of course, that will be after each of us gets a chance at her.” I pinched the wood of the beams while he strolled over to my cell and looked through the bars. “You dead in there?”

      I shifted, praying the man wouldn’t look up. The pirate squinted his bloodshot eyes, opened the cell door, and grabbed for his pistol. “All right, I know you’re in here,” he called. “Why don’t you be a good sport and show yourself?”

      Seizing the opportunity, I swung off the beam and kicked the pirate squarely in the chest. The man tumbled backward through the cell door, hitting his head against the cell bars across the way.

      “How’s that for being a good sport?” I asked sarcastically as he dropped to the floor. I rushed out of the cell and grabbed the keys and purse from the man’s belt. “If you’re done with these, I’d love to borrow them.” The pirate groaned in response while I grabbed a fist full of his greasy black hair and forced him to nod. “Thanks.”

      I patted the pirate on the shoulder and ran out of the brig, quickly locking the door behind me. In the hold, several pirates were hauling extra gunpowder to the upper decks. None of whom took notice while I slipped between some barrels and crates. I gazed up through the hatch at the distant stars that appeared through the drifting fog and smoke. It took my breath away for a second, the craving for fresh air digging deep into my soul. All this time, I had barely seen sunlight, much less the night sky. The only time I was dragged to the main deck was for another lashing with a whip or hot poker, or to be tied to the mast in the searing sun. Otherwise, I was left alone in that claustrophobic cage in the brig.

      A pirate—one of the indigenous people from the Spanish territories—started for the barrels I was hiding behind. I ducked as low as I could and squeezed into the tight space behind me. Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough. I prepared to take down the pirate before he had the chance to call out my escape when several angry shouts burst from the brig. The man froze, then rushed to the door. Without hesitation, I ran for the ladder and quickly made my way to the upper decks.

      The smoke from the gunpowder burned my lungs and eyes as I crept to a clear piece of gunwale on the other side of the ship. My energy was draining fast. I leaned my tired body on the gunwale and looked down at the calm waters below. It was a long drop, but it was a chance I had to take.

      The click of pistol’s hammer echoed behind me. “And where do you think you’re going?”

      I inhaled the poisonous fumes in the air and turned. “I was planning on taking a walk off a short pier, Zack.”

      My brother maliciously grinned while the breeze blew his uncut strawberry-blond hair across his piercing grey eyes. “You don’t actually think that I’m going to let you just jump ship alive, now do you?”

      I scrubbed my face with the palm of my hand. I was getting tired of this game. Death would have been better than the torture Zack had put me through. Even as kids, he broke all my toys and busted up a few of my bones. The phrase “like father, like son” comes to mind, in looks and in personality. Only Zack was probably ten times worse than my father ever was.

      “Kill me if you want,” I said, raising my hands and shoulders in a halfhearted shrug, “but then you’ll never know where I hid the coin.”

      “It’s easier to search a dead man than a live one,” Zack countered.

      I rolled my eyes. “Aren’t you the clever halfwit with that remark.”

      He held out his palm and twitched his fingers. “Give me what we want, then I’ll let you be on your way. To Davy Jones’s locker.”

      “You want it?” I snarled, and then without thinking, I pulled out my mother’s coin—the very reason the pirates shanghaied me in the first place—from the hidden lining inside my pocket and tossed it overboard. “Go get it.”

      “You bastard,” Zack shouted while he fired his pistol.

      The bullet missed as I jumped over the gunwale and crashed into the ice-cold water after the coin. It sent a shock wave through my open wounds, causing me to nearly black out from the searing pain. For several seconds, darkness and silence took hold of everything before my lungs abruptly demanded air. I shot for the surface, coughing the brackish water from my mouth. I thought briefly of going after the coin, but figured it wasn’t worth the time or trouble. It had been a curse since the day I received it, and now, there was another soul I needed to rescue from the same fate.
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      Pain shot through my every nerve like fireworks while I watched two pirates trample on top of the fallen door. One was squat and porky, teetering on a peg leg, his face as yellow as the leathery skin of a banana. The second was taller with black hair and skin like raw beef. Their lips curled into a matching set of sneers.

      “Well, well, well,” the taller pirate mused. “What do we have here? The carpenter’s daughter, I presume.”

      The other glanced about and nodded. “By the looks of it, I’d say you’re correct. What do you say? Shall we have some fun with her before bringing her back to the ship?”

      Tucker barked in response before rushing forward to block the pirates’ path. He bared his teeth and growled, doing everything to protect me while I tried to regain my balance and courage.

      “Get out of the way,” the squat pirate snapped, kicking Tucker to the side and out of my sight. I could hear my best friend whimper and whine while the men laughed, fueling the fury simmering in my soul.

      Nobody hurts my dog. Thinking on my feet, I jumped behind the counter and rushed behind the worktable. “You want me, then come and get me.”

      The pirates roared out in laughter before they advanced, unaware of the predator that rested behind the face of an innocent-looking nineteen-year-old. A smile inched its way up to the corner of my mouth. They had no idea who they were dealing with. I was not a typical mild-mannered woman. I was raised to defend myself, my family, and my home. Feeling the hairs on the back of my neck rise, I bared my teeth, ready to unleash my trap.

      “This is going to be easy,” the taller man hissed under his wheezing breath.

      Like hell. I grabbed the table’s edge, waiting for the best moment. When the pirates stood across the table, I used all my strength to turn it over, causing nails and sharp pieces of wood to fly. They threw up their arms to cover their faces. My actions only infuriated them further. As the dust settled, they began to march forward. Their bloodshot, yellowed-out eyes ablaze and their teeth bared like wild animals. My mind wheeled while I looked for any weapon other than my little knife to defend myself.

      “Meriden, catch,” my mother called from above. She tossed down a sword with a broad, curved blade. Though simple in design, the hilt was laced with silver. This type of sword was called a hanger, and it was the very same sword my father left me. It whirled through the air, whistling a soft, haunting song as its hilt fell right into my hand.

      The pirates looked at each other before bursting into laughter. “You’re joking, right?” the taller man’s thin voice roared.

      “And what—” The squat pirate could hardly speak his words through panted breaths. “—what are you going to do with that?”

      “I’m going to run you through,” I told them in a deep, dark voice.

      The pirates shook their heads, obviously surprised by my serious tone but hardly shaken. Drawing their cutlasses, the squat pirate started toward me. His battle cry echoing through the shop. Timing my step exactly right, I took a single swing at him before letting him pass by. I then placed the sword’s blade underneath his peg leg and tripped him.

      The pirate stumbled up and patted his body with a chuckle. “You missed.”

      “No.” I glanced at his belt with pride. “I don’t think so.”

      He took one step, his mouth open and ready to argue the point, when his oversized britches started to slide off his pudgy waist. I snickered. As life-threatening as the situation was, the thrill was just too much fun. The pirate dropped his sword and grabbed his britches before they hit the floor.

      “Why you—” he snarled, pulling his pants back up and tying his belt together. Unable to control myself, I giggled, making the pirate’s face turn maroon. He charged at me, forcing me to regain my stance and raise my hanger to block his oncoming blow. Our swords clashed.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the taller pirate moving forward as my mother placed the point of my father’s sword to his chest. “Let’s make this a fair fight, shall we,” she said.

      “Pirates don’t play fair, lady,” The taller pirate growled and took a swing at her, forcing my mother to duck. His cutlass’s blade sinking into the railing on the stairs.

      Panicked, I refocused my attention on my opponent as a fist came flying out of nowhere. Avoiding the blow, I tripped into the storage room. My hip collided with a drawer’s edge as the squat pirate marched in after me. I steadied my stance and paced back. He raised his sword for another strike, and our swords crossed together between us. The pirate charged his way forward until my back slammed into the wall and caused me to wince.

      “Give it up, girl.” The pirate smirked. “You haven’t got a chance.”

      “Don’t count on it.”

      I kneed him between the legs. With a high-pitched groan, the pirate dropped his sword and collapsed to the floor, where I then kicked him in the jaw. He flew backward, blood trickling from his lip. The pirate whirled his bloodshot eyes on me, raised his legs, and shoved me back into the chairs. My hanger fell from my hand, clattering to the floor. Cracking wood echoed like thunder while several chairs broke under my weight. A chair leg ripped through my nightgown millimeters from my thigh. The pirate grinned and kicked my hanger toward a table filled with clockwork pieces. He raised his cutlass, about to plunge his blade into my breast, when I spied Tucker hobbling in.

      “Tucker, fetch,” I called.

      Tucker’s big brown eyes fixated on the pirate’s wooden leg, and the little dog bounded toward it, his tongue hanging out while he panted in excitement. “No, No, No,” the pirate shouted when Tucker’s mouth grasped his leg. “Bad dog. Bad dog.”

      Tucker snarled, dragging the squat man across the dusty floor until the leg finally popped off. Pushing himself up, the pirate hopped on his one leg to glare down at the smiling corgi. Taking the opportunity, I carefully slipped away from the rubble of the broken chair and stepped up behind the man.

      “I guess you’re just someone he can sink his teeth into.” I sniggered, then sent my fist right into his jaw. He twisted and fell back, tripping over Tucker, who yelped. He ran behind my legs while the pirate crashed onto the table of finished works. The table broke in half, letting all my stock slide on top of his head, one by one. After a brief, muffled shriek, the man laid still under the mound. I slowly walked up to him and kicked his foot.

      He didn’t move.

      Bending down to pick up my hanger, a sharp pain seared through my ribcage and right into my lungs. “Ow,” I snarled, resting a hand on the possibly broken rib and slowly hobbled into the workroom. Every step felt like a hot poker jabbing into my gut. Hardly able to catch my breath, I leaned on the overturned table, trying to gather my strength. All the while, my ribs were on fire, and my hip continued to throb with my rapid pulse.

      I don’t know how long I stood there, trying to catch my breath. The clanking of steel against steel echoed through the workshop, drawing my gaze to my mother as she dueled the taller pirate on the steps of the staircase. She knocked him back a couple steps with a swift right hook before her eyes darted in my direction. The taller pirate charged toward her, only to have the heel of her foot meet his thin abdomen. She then glowered at something over my shoulder.

      “Meriden, watch out!”

      Attempting to smother the flaring agony attacking my body, I pulled my knife from my pocket and turned around, dropping onto one knee. Though not the best defense, I held up my hanger and knife crossed together to block the oncoming blade.
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        [Gregory]

      

      

      Having no clue where I was, I climbed onto the nearest dock. My breathing was heavy from my midnight swim. I covered my eyes from the blinding flames that consumed several houses throughout the village. The heat evaporated the salty water from my skin. I scanned my surroundings, getting my bearings, until an old, ashen sign caught my eye. Its image depicting what appeared to be carpenter’s tools. Taking my chances, I ran to the open threshold of the building. The door was already busted in, and a young woman, no older than nineteen, was wincing on the floor. She was holding off a pirate from forcing her arched back to the ground, her beautiful, long auburn hair nearly brushing the dust. Meanwhile, another woman in her thirties was on the stairs, cradling her hip, fending off a second ratty-looking pirate. Yet the man I expected to find—my brother—was nowhere to be seen.

      So, where is he?

      Right when I was about to step inside, cannon fire drifted from a farther distance than the Viper, and a ship’s bell started to ring beyond the shore.

      “Bloody British.” There was a grunt and a growl. “Come on, Coors. Let’s grab the girl and go.”

      I turned in time to watch the young woman plunge a knife into the other pirate’s leg and slide away. I stared, completely stunned, while she let her sword fall to the ground so she could cradle her ribs. The pirate I assumed was Coors took a swing. Moving faster than a blink of an eye, she dodged the blow and rolled over with a gasp of pain.

      “I’m going to kill you,” he yelled at her.

      The young woman bravely pushed herself up onto all fours and glared at her opponent. “I’d like to see you try,” she panted.

      My jaw dropped. Not only did she know how to defend herself, her mouth was obviously quicker than her reflexes. Never in my life had I seen such a brazen woman.

      “Don’t kill her, grab her,” the other pirate shouted. A second cannon shot echoed, closer this time. “Hurry up. The British Navy will be on us any minute.”

      Coors made his way to grab the scruff of the young woman’s neck, but she lunged for her sword, grabbing the hilt, and slashed the pirate’s lower forearm.

      “You idiot,” the other pirate cried. “Forget it. Let’s go.”

      “But—”

      “Now!”

      I wasn’t sure why I stood there, gawking at this woman before me. It wasn’t like she was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. Nothing could come close to Elyria’s dark curls, rosy lips, and perfect, marble white skin. Yet I was spellbound by this young woman’s fiery personality. So much so, I didn’t even realize the pirates were in retreat until they were practically at the door. Instincts took over, and I ducked into a dark corner between some crates right when the pirates burst through the door at a dead run.

      “All this for bloody treasure,” I heard Coors snarl. “You realize the captain is going to kill us, don’t you?”

      “Just keep running,” the other pirate spat as he shoved the man ahead of them.

      A short, orange-colored dog ran from the building, stopping only feet from the shop. His barks echoing loudly over the roaring flames and screams drifting from the village.

      “Tucker,” a silvery, musical voice drifted out from inside the shop, followed by a sharp groan.

      I realized it was the young woman’s voice—minus the earlier venom—that had called out to the dog barking in the street. And even with the sound of pain behind it, it was beautiful, capturing my heart in a snare that wouldn’t let go. I wanted desperately to peek inside to catch a better glimpse of the young woman I saw. I wanted to learn the color of her eyes and get to know the feel of her auburn hair.

      The dog turned, sniffed the air, and growled. He glanced in my direction, then charged forward. “No,” I said in a harsh whisper. “Don’t.”

      The dog—Tucker—leapt up and knocked me into the shop wall. I braced for his sharp teeth to sink into the flesh of my raised arm, only to feel his wet tongue slobber over my wrist. I opened my eyes to find Tucker dancing and whining, playfully looking for attention. I relaxed instantly, lowered my hands to scratch the dog’s head, and chuckled. A truly fierce warrior, I thought, sarcastically. At least he could sense friend from foe, or I might have been mauled by the little squirt. My pulse easing, I heard a long moan from inside and leaned over to peek through the threshold. The older woman sat on the stair, hunched over, while the young woman, who could barely stand on her own, stumbled to the woman’s side. The young woman collapsed to her knees at the base, taking the older woman’s hands and pulling them away from her hip.

      “Mum . . . ? Mum, what is it?” She was cut off by the sight of blood dripping from a large gash in her mother’s hip, and for the first time, I saw real fear shine through her eyes. Her soft peach-colored lips parted. “I’m going for Doctor Samson.”

      “It’s nothing.” The woman waved her daughter off. “Honestly, I’m fine.”

      “No, you’re not fine, Mum,” the young woman insisted, and from what I could see, she was right. Without treatment, the wound could fester and become fatal. However, it wasn’t like the young woman was in the best shape to be wandering the streets either. She would hardly make it down the block on her own. I stood, wanting nothing more than to help, when I suddenly remembered my appearance. Despite the saltwater bath, my muddy hair, tattered clothes, and blood-stained skin would likely convince her I was a beggar, or worse, a pirate.

      “I’m going to get Doctor Samson, right now.”

      With a soft groan, the young woman turned toward the open door. I quickly slid back into the shadows, with Tucker taking a step back with me. The young woman stopped momentarily and leaned on a nearby wall to take a breath. She was so close; I could almost touch her. My hand twitched. I was tempted to reach out to stroke the nasty bruise forming on her jaw and feel the waves of her hair that graced her cheek. As if feeling my presence, she turned to the shadows. Her green eyes were looking right at me, but the darkness shrouded me from her sight. She shivered from a cold breeze and wrapped her arms around herself. My body itched to take her into my arms. Fortunately, my muscles tensed in terror, keeping me glued to the very spot I stood. Finally, Tucker bounded out to the young woman, distracting her from the shadows I hid behind.

      “Oh, Tucker,” she said with a jump. “You gave me a bloody fright.”

      The spell broken, I took another step back as she leaned over to scratch the dog’s ear. She withdrew her hand with a flinch. “Stay, Tucker,” she commanded. “I need to fetch help.”

      Tucker whined, putting his paw to his nose. The young woman ignored him, taking shaky steps into the street, heading inland. Concerned for her safety, I started after her. The last thing I wanted was to see such a beautiful, powerful creature collapse in the middle of the street. Not without someone close by to help. But I knew I had to be careful as well, keeping my distance and sticking to the shadows.

      And if necessary, approach her with caution.
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      Lines of neighbors and friends passed buckets of water to douse the flames engulfing their homes. The dead were carried to the edge of the street, and the injured lay scattered. Women were crying for their loss, and little children were screaming in fear and confusion. I staggered through the chaos, eyes filled with tears, while I clenched my teeth to ward off the throbbing in my ribs. Why our village? I pondered. We have nothing of importance, except for the Railings’ estate. An image of the ship that attacked us flashed into my memory. The haunting skeletal figurehead standing out like an omen.

      An omen of death.

      With a dizzy spell coming on, I was relieved to find myself on the doorstep of the physician’s house. “Doctor Samson,” I called, knocking furiously on the oak door. “Doctor Hobson.” No one answered. The pain becoming unbearable now, I grabbed the doorknob and forced the door open. “Doctor Samson? Doctor Hobson?” I pushed my way into the apothecary to find my cries falling only on a skeleton’s ears. Of course, I mentally kicked myself. With all the wounded out in the streets, it’s hardly logical to think Doctor Samson or Doctor Hobson would remain in their office, twiddling their thumbs. What was I thinking?

      I slowly started back into the street and scanned the scene. “They couldn’t have gone far,” I told myself, my breathing becoming heavier. “I’ll find them. I have to.” For my mother’s sake.

      The hairs on the back of my neck rose, and a cold shiver ran down my spine, jolting a shot of fresh pain through my abdomen. I bit my lip to hold back the scream inching up my throat. The last thing I wanted was to give away my weakened condition. Not when my senses were picking up on the same watchful eyes I felt back in the alley by my home. Taking another look down the street, I spotted a stranger a few feet from me and gasped. The young man jumped, pressing his back against a shadowed wall. His appearance was frightening. Though tall, his frame was thin. Even his ribcage peeked through his torn clothes. He was dirty and covered in blood. The tangled mass of dark ginger hair and beard gave him the look of a wild animal. A part of me wanted to run and scream, yet something stopped me. It was his eyes. Even in the dark I could see his spring-green irises, tender and soft as they gazed upon my hunched figure.

      “Are you all right?”

      The young man swallowed hard. His breathing seemed heavier than my own; his thin, lean chest rising and falling rapidly. But his eyes continued to watch me carefully.

      I raised a hand to him, hoping to guide him from the shadows. “It’s all right. I won’t hurt you.”

      He looked at me with a befuddled expression and shrank back a step. I pulled back, not wanting to spook him. He was obviously hurt and needed a physician as much as my mother and me. If I could convince him to come with me, maybe we could find him the help he needed. I attempted to coax him again, whispering soft, comforting words I usually use with the local cats. He cocked his brow, and his gaze darted between my eyes and hand. Like he was speculating if I was trying to be kind or just patronizing him. People skills were something I definitely lacked, but to show I was sincere, I spoke my next words plainly.

      “Look, you need help,” I explained. “So do I. But we’re only going to find it if we work together.”

      He took another labored breath, then began to reach out with a shaky hand. His soot-and-dust-crusted fingers brushed my calloused hand. He glanced over my shoulder and quickly withdrew into the shadows. I turned just as somebody slammed into my bruised and broken body, toppling us both to the ground. My world spinning from the impact, I lifted my head to search for the young man with the tangled ginger hair. Unfortunately, he had already disappeared.
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      I charged into the first open door I could find and slammed it behind me, my mind swimming in and out of consciousness. My body on the verge of collapsing. I can’t believe I just did that. I leaned the back of my head on the oak door
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