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    Prologue 
 
      
 
    Darcy ran. Her feet carrying her forward even as the rest of her felt ready to collapse with exhaustion. 
 
    It can’t be real. Monsters can’t be real, she thought, but she had seen one with her own eyes. She couldn’t deny it.  
 
    Palm fronds hit her in the face as the jungle around her grew thicker. She entered a part she had yet to explore, knowing that one wrong step could lead to her downfall. 
 
    Where is Jimmy?  I need to find him.  
 
    They had been separated by the wild ones, forced to flee in opposite directions. If she didn’t find him, she would have to try and get off this island alone. A task that already seemed insurmountable even with his help. 
 
    “Darcy,” the boy called, his voice seemingly all around her. He drew the word out, sending chills down her spine. 
 
    If he catches me, he’ll kill me. 
 
    She knew that with absolute certainty. He toyed with her before, let her go, but that seemed like curiosity more than anything. 
 
    Like a predator, playing with its food. 
 
    Her ankle twisted, sending pain shooting up her leg. Wincing, she forced herself to run on. She couldn’t stop. 
 
    “I’ll find you,” the voice sounded like a whisper, but again it came from every direction at once.  
 
    Tears flowing down her face, she felt her body start to give. Too long without proper food or water, she needed rest. 
 
    The ground suddenly vanished beneath her feet and she fell. She plunged toward the ground below, knowing this was the end for her. 
 
    Her last conscious thought before she hit the ground was, I never should have run away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter One 
 
    Three Days Earlier 
 
      
 
    The rocking of the boat made Darcy nauseous as she lay below deck, hiding behind some crates. She didn’t have a choice when it came to the mode of transport, runaways took whatever became available. And that is what she had become. A runaway. A stowaway, actually. The captain of this vessel didn’t even know she was on board. He couldn’t. If he found her, he would likely send her straight home and she couldn’t go back there. Not to her father and brother, with what they had planned for her.  
 
    I won’t be married off to a stranger to suit them. 
 
    The man they had chosen for her, he conjured images of swine in her mind. Her father had suffered a bad harvest though and the man’s father had agreed to bail him out, if he married off his son to her. 
 
    At seventeen, Darcy had no desire to be wed to a perfect stranger. She always believed she would marry for love, like the heroines in the books she read. That may only be a dream for someone in her position, but she was damn sure she could do better than the man her father had chosen. 
 
    And so, it seemed her only option was to flee, to find a place she could live her own life. Start again. 
 
    When she arrived at the dock, it soon became apparent that the only way to gain passage on a boat would be to pay the captain, but Darcy didn’t have any money. She had nothing, only the clothes on her back. She left in such a rush, she didn’t have time to grab anything, and she couldn’t risk going back in case her brother caught her. He would lock her away until the wedding, if he had his way. The farm would be his after their father’s death and he would do anything to protect their interests. He never questioned their father, but no one ever tried to force him into marriage either. She wondered if his opinion would change if their roles were reversed. 
 
    When she spotted the boat with a single captain, Darcy slipped below deck and hid. She didn’t want to deceive the man, but he couldn’t return her once he had reached his destination, could he? If it came to it, she would make a run for it as soon as they docked. 
 
    So far, he hadn’t come below deck, but Darcy had other concerns. What if upon finding her, he tried to attack her? She knew how vulnerable she was, a woman traveling alone. Her father constantly warned her never to go anywhere unescorted. Out here on the water, there would be no escape. She tried not to think such thoughts, in all likelihood she wouldn’t be seen by him if she stayed hidden. The problem was, she couldn’t sit still for much longer. Her legs were cramped and quite frankly, she felt restless. She wanted to move around, check out her surroundings, maybe learn more about him. 
 
    The captain hasn’t come in here yet, surely, I can risk it. 
 
    Venturing out from behind the crates, Darcy quickly searched for the hold, keeping an eye out for the captain. She found some personal possessions such as clothing and weapons, a lot of rum and several maps, spread out on a table. 
 
    Nothing told her much about the man other than he liked a drink or he planned on selling it. It was an illegal trade, but sometimes it was the only way to make money. Darcy didn’t feel in the position to judge the man and it meant that he would be reluctant to go to the authorities about her. It also meant he had no problem breaking the law. Whether that was a good thing for her, remained to be seen. 
 
    Spotting a trunk in the corner, she moved to it. As she opened the lid, the boat swayed and she almost fell over.  
 
    I will never get on a boat again, she vowed, hating every moment of it. How can anyone stand this? 
 
    Inside the trunk, she discovered some more of the captain’s clothing. Glancing down at the dress she wore, the one she used to do chores on the farm, she wondered if she could disguise herself as a man. Tall for her age and slim, nature had not blessed her with an ample bosom. It would be easy to hide it with some bulky clothing. The only thing that might give her away was her hair. Her long red locks weren’t easy to hide – courtesy of her mother – but she had no shears to cut them. Rooting through the clothes, she discovered a cocked hat at the bottom. That would do the trick. 
 
    Heart thudding in her chest at the thought of being caught, Darcy quickly removed her dress and petticoats, leaving only a slip. She dressed in a baggy pair of trousers, using a piece of rope for a belt and a white shirt and black waistcoat. She tucked her hair up inside the hat, hoping the look was convincing, there were no mirrors to check. She hid the dress from sight and closed the trunk. Satisfied that everything was back in place, she returned to her hiding spot. 
 
    Crouching back behind the crates, she placed her head on her knees. How much longer would it be? They could be on the water for days, weeks even. She was hungry, tired and scared.  
 
    A rumble of thunder sounded over head and the wind picked up outside. The rocking grew worse and Darcy worried that she would be ill. When her stomach churned, she rushed to the hatch, chancing a look out on deck. Even if it meant getting caught, she couldn’t stay there any longer.  
 
    The captain clung to the wheel, desperately trying to control the boat, but the waves were throwing it around. She couldn’t make out his face with the way it moved around.  
 
    Maybe I should help him. If the boat went down it would kill them both. She couldn’t just sit here and hope for the best. 
 
    As she opened the door to show herself, the boat suddenly tilted to the right and the captain was flung overboard. She watched in horror as his body disappeared over the side. Darcy screamed, rushing to the side to look. She couldn’t even see him in the water it was too dark to make out much of anything.  
 
    He'll drown out there. What am I going to do? I don’t know how to sail a boat. 
 
    She turned, stumbling forward, trying to reach the wheel to at least try, but getting to it proved practically impossible. The boat was being thrown around so much she could barely stand. A wave poured over the deck, soaking her.  
 
    On her knees now, Darcy tried to crawl forward. The hat gone, her hair lay plastered across her face, blocking her vision. She pushed it back, as another wave came down on her. 
 
    I’m going to end up drowning while I’m still on the boat at this rate! 
 
    Lightning struck and the mast above her burst into flames. Darcy forced herself up onto her feet, trying to get out from under it.  
 
    This cannot be happening.  
 
    “Help me!”  Darcy screamed, knowing no one could hear her. No one even knew she was here. 
 
    She made it to the rail as lightning lit up the sky again. There. Straight out in the distance lay an island. Salvation. If she could make it to it. 
 
    The fire was spreading fast. She would never be able to get the boat to shore. Which meant there was only one way she could survive. She would have to swim for it. The flames had spread and she could hear a cracking noise from the mast as the wood gave way. 
 
    There was no time to delay, she either jumped or she would end up going down with the boat.  
 
    Taking a breath, she dived over the side into the water. When the coldness hit her, it felt like a million needles stabbing her skin. 
 
    Surfacing, she gasped for air, trying to figure out which direction she needed to go in. Lifted up by a wave, she spotted the island again. Striking out, she swam hard, praying she could make it.  
 
    Close to the shore, her body started to give out. She was so tired and so cold. 
 
    As she sank beneath the water, her last thought was of home. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    I can’t breathe! 
 
    The thought sent shockwaves of panic through Darcy as she rolled onto her side and sputtered up a mouthful of seawater. 
 
    Gasping, she lay there for a moment, relieved to feel the ground underneath her. Well, sand anyway, but at least she was alive. 
 
    I must have washed up on the island. 
 
    When she felt ready to move, she slowly sat up and looked around. The sky had started to lighten, almost morning. She saw no sign of the boat on the water, but it most likely lay below the water now. Gone for good. She thought of the man who went overboard. No one would ever know about him. 
 
    That poor man. 
 
    Wrapping her arms around herself, she shivered. What a horrible way to die. Alone, at the bottom of the ocean. Closing her eyes, she said a silent prayer for him.  
 
    When she finished, Darcy got to her feet. She needed to find someone to help her and she needed to eat. There had to be someone nearby who could offer her food and water. Maybe even a place to rest.  
 
    Facing the trees behind her, she wondered how far they stretched. Only one way to find out. Ploughing forward through the undergrowth, she tried to squeeze some of the water out of her clothes. As she twisted the fabric to the waistcoat, she felt something hard in the pocket. Reaching in, she withdrew a scuffed gold compass. That would come in handy. She turned it over and discovered an inscription on the back – J, May this guide you back to me, T. 
 
    Curious inscription. She wondered who gave it to him. A wife perhaps? His name began with a J she knew that much. If she ever made it back home, she would try to find out if he had a family. The deserved to know that he had been lost at sea. 
 
    Tucking it back in her pocket, she kept walking, hoping to see some sign of life. If this island was deserted, she was done for. She knew nothing about nature and how to survive out here beyond finding food and water. Living on a farm, they lived off the land, but they had crops and livestock. Her father took her mushroom picking once, but she couldn’t remember which ones were safe to eat. 
 
    She trekked through the trees, listening for the sounds of civilisation. It was strange though, she couldn’t even hear the sound of birds overhead. They had to be there. Pausing, she stared at the canopy above her. Nothing moved at all. Strange. 
 
    Something caught her eye on one of the bushes up ahead, making her forget about the birds. A cluster of bright red berries. Eagerly she reached for them, bringing them to her mouth before she remembered that time her friend Jenny ate berries she found and was ill for days. What if these were poisonous? Reluctantly she dropped the berries onto the ground. She couldn’t risk it. There had to be other food around here. She could wait. 
 
    Venturing deeper into the trees, Darcy thought of what she would be doing if she was back home. Her father would already have her up to help him and her brother on the farm. She would be feeding the animals or churning butter. Mundane tasks which left her feeling restless. She wanted so much more for her life, beyond the farm, a life of adventure. Or at least that is what she hoped for before this happened. Now that she knew how dangerous it was, she almost welcomed mundane. 
 
    Wiping a hand across her brow, she wished for water. She may die of thirst before she found help at this rate. All she could hope for was that she had picked the right direction and it led her to what she needed. The quiet spooked her. Nowhere was ever completely quiet.  
 
    After walking what felt like miles, she heard the sound of running water up ahead. Hurrying forward, she entered a clearing, where she discovered a beautiful lagoon and a waterfall. Like a sleepwalker, she moved to the edge to take a closer look.  
 
    Is this real? 
 
    The water was a shade of blue she had never seen before. It was beautiful. And there were bound to be fish in it that she could eat. 
 
    She needed something to help her catch one. Searching the ground, she discovered a thin branch. She snapped off the end of it with some effort, leaving a point. If she could get close enough, she might be able to spear a fish with it. 
 
    She sat down on the rocks to rest for a moment, feeling hot and sticky. Removing her shoes, she left them to the side, she might have to go into the water and she didn’t want to get them wet. 
 
     Staring at the water, she saw something ripple beneath it. Lifting the stick, she got up onto her haunches, waiting until it grew closer. A fish would keep her fed for a while, if she could spear it. She had never done it before, but she remembered watching her brother as a child. How hard could it be? 
 
    Taking a breath, she lunged as she caught sight of scales beneath the water. Striking the side of it, she felt the stick sink into flesh. A moment later, a woman’s head appeared above the water, shrieking. Darcy leapt away as she surfaced.  
 
    Oh God, it’s a woman. With a fish tail? 
 
      
 
    She flipped over, a wave of purple hair spraying Darcy with water. She wrenched the stick free, before glaring at Darcy. 
 
    Before Darcy had time to react, the woman reached out and grabbed her ankle. Her feet went out from under her and a moment later she was dragged into the water.  
 
    Thrashing wildly, she tried to surface. I am not going to drown here after escaping the ocean. 
 
    Kicking out with her other leg, she caught the fish woman in the face and released her ankle. Darcy managed to get to the surface, dragging air into her lungs, before she slipped under again. She grew weak, her body failing her. 
 
    As she started to lose consciousness, she felt someone grab her under the arms and yank her out of the water. She blacked out before she got a look at their face.

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Darcy’s eyes fluttered open to find almost total darkness. Fear gripped her heart and she sat up, searching for a source of light. She found it in a small fire about eight feet away. Darcy had been facing away from it, blocked by a large rock. She was in some kind of cave and she knew she didn’t get here by herself. 
 
    “Hello?” she said. 
 
    Someone moved on the opposite side of the fire. “You’re awake,” he said simply. 
 
    “Who are you?” she asked. Shifting, she tried to get a good look at him, but he sat back in the darkness, hiding in the shadows.  
 
    Darcy glanced down and realized that she wore only her slip. Eyes wide, she scrambled backward, looking for cover. “Where are my clothes?” she cried. 
 
    “Drying, you fell in the water. If I left you in them, you would have frozen to death.” 
 
    She spotted her clothes, or rather the captain’s clothes, lying close to the fire, along with her shoes. She reached out and snagged the trousers. They were still damp. 
 
    “Better to let them dry some more. It gets cold here on the island at night.” 
 
    Reluctantly she set them back down. If she was going to escape, she needed to at least be able to survive outside and he hadn’t harmed her so far.  
 
    “What’s your name?” she asked.  
 
    “I don’t really have one. I’ve been here for so long, I guess I’ve forgotten mine. Most people call me Kidd though.” 
 
    “Kidd? That’s a strange name.” He certainly didn’t sound like a kid, but he wasn’t old either. Why did he stay hidden like that? 
 
    “Yes, I suppose it is.” 
 
    His voice was strangely hypnotic and she felt the need to see his face. After the creature in the lagoon, who knew what other nightmares this island held. He could be a monster too. Although if he was, it was unlikely he would save her and dry her clothes. 
 
    The memory of the fish woman flashed into her head. Surely, she wore some kind of costume. She couldn’t really have a fish tail, could she? 
 
    “What is this place? You are the first person I’ve met since I got here.” 
 
    “This island is a place for the lost.” 
 
    What a strange thing to say. “Are there others here?” 
 
    “Yes, a few.” 
 
    “I washed up on shore. I need to find a way home. Do you know if anyone has a boat?” 
 
    He chuckled. “No one here will help you. Everyone is out for themselves.” 
 
    Did he mean himself too? She shivered, wrapping her arms around herself.  
 
    “I never should have run away.” 
 
    “You’re lost. We’re all lost here.” 
 
    That statement made her want to cry. She didn’t want to be lost. She wanted to be back home, in her own bed. Even if it meant facing her father. 
 
    “Do you have any food?” Darcy asked. She felt so hungry, she would eat anything. 
 
    “No. I saw you try to spear that mermaid. Trust me, you don’t want to mess with them.” 
 
    Mermaid!  
 
    “Mermaids are not real,” she argued despite the evidence to the contrary. She had read stories of them, but they were make believe. Right? 
 
    “A lot of things are real here. Things you cannot even imagine.” 
 
    Darcy couldn’t take any more of his cryptic comments, she needed to get out of the cave. Grabbing the clothes, she pulled them on, along with her shoes. Kidd made no move to stop her. 
 
    As she headed for the entrance, he said, “If you plan on eating the berries, stick to the purple ones. The rest will kill you.” 
 
    Darcy hurried out of the cave, braving the outside once more. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Heeding Kidd’s advice, no matter how strange he seemed, Darcy searched for the purple berries. She found a cluster on a bush, not far from the cave. Grabbing some, she held them up to the light. They looked okay, but she knew nothing about wild berries. Kidd could be lying, they could be poisonous. If they are, it won’t make a difference. I’ll die of thirst or starvation soon anyway. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she stuffed them in her mouth and started chewing. The tart juices coated her tongue. It tasted so good to her dry mouth. Swallowing them, she waited to see if anything happened, which was silly because it would probably be hours before they did any damage. She either had to trust they were okay or eat nothing and that wasn’t a choice. She ate some more, before wrapping a handful more in a handkerchief and placing them in her pocket. They would keep her going in case she didn’t come across any more on her journey.  
 
    Now for water. 
 
    She couldn’t drink sea water, but there had to be fresh water here, it probably lay further inland. She started walking, feeling the heat start to get to her, which she couldn’t understand. The trees offered shelter and it had been cloudy since she arrived. She felt chilly, but her clothes were still damp. How long could she last without water? Another day before she passed out? Less? 
 
    Arriving at the base of a hill, she started to climb. Her breath came in short bursts and she had to stop every few minutes to catch her breath. At least if she reached the top of the hill, she would be able to get a better look at the land surrounding her and perhaps spot some help.  
 
    Finally, she reached the top, but now she practically had to crawl on her hands and knees. She stopped to rest by a stone monument. Closing her eyes, she wondered if anyone would ever find her out here. 
 
    The sound of water dripping drew her attention. Struggling to her feet, she discovered that the monument was in fact a fountain and water ran from it. The marble had been carved into the shape of an angel, the water running from a spout in its mouth. 
 
    Cupping her hands, she collected the water in her hands and brought it to her lips. Fresh water. Sighing in relief, she drank as much as she could manage. She wished she had a bottle or something to carry it with her, but she didn’t have anything. At least she knew it existed. If she didn’t travel far from it, she should be fine. Filling her hands again, she scrubbed her face with it, trying to cool off. It made her feel a little more hopeful. At least she wouldn’t die of thirst now. 
 
    As much as she wanted to stay there, she knew she needed to find proper food and hopefully, someone with a boat, who could take her home. After taking another drink, she headed back down the hill, trying to memorise the surrounding area, so she knew how to get back to the water. She headed west, using the compass as a guide.  
 
    As the vegetation around her grew denser, she heard a strange sound from above. At first, she believed it to be some kind of exotic bird call, but as it grew louder, she realised they were voices, multiple voices from people. People who were swinging through the trees above her. She saw them pass overhead, catching a glimpse of dark clothing and what looked like camouflage.  
 
    What on earth are they doing? Wait, are they young boys?  Why would children be here on this island? And why were they behaving like that? 
 
    Whoever they were, they whooped loudly, swinging from vine to vine above her. She had no idea who they were, but they might know a way off the island, or at least someone who could help her. 
 
    Opening her mouth, she took a breath ready to yell out to them, when someone came hurtling towards her from the left. A man clamped his hand down on her mouth.  
 
    She started hitting him, thinking he was attacking her, but instead he brought a finger to his lips, motioning to the people overhead. He shook his head, his blue eyes wide. He was scared of them. Who were they? And who was this man? 
 
    It was hard to tell his age, this skin on his face had been badly burned in the sun and he had a black beard that needed a trim. His clothes were torn. Was he some kind of vagrant? 
 
    When the boys above them moved out of hearing range, he dropped his hand. “Trust me, you don’t want to draw their attention.” 
 
    “Who are they? Who are you?” she demanded. 
 
    “I’m the captain of a ship, I was tossed overboard and I washed up here. Wherever here is. I don’t know who they are, but they are not friendly.” 
 
    She tried to ask how he knew that, but he stepped back, taking in her appearance. “Are those…my clothes?” 
 
    Uh-oh. It’s the captain of the boat I stowed away on.  
 
    “Um…” He must have washed up on the beach too. At least he survived. 
 
    “Did you steal my clothes? Who are you? How did you get on my boat?” he said, grabbing her arm. 
 
    “I-I stowed away on your boat. I saw you go overboard. I’m sorry, I had to get away from my father. I didn’t know what would happen.” 
 
    “What? Where’s my boat?” His blue eyes widened and she saw hope there. He believed his boat was still intact. 
 
    “I believe it sank. Lightning struck it and it caught on fire.” 
 
    He let go of her arm and swore under his breath. “How the hell am I going to get off this island?” 
 
    “There has to be other people here, someone with a boat,” Darcy said. 
 
    He glanced up. “Then we should stick to the beach for now, work our way around the island and see if there are any boats. At least we can avoid them.” 
 
    They hiked back to the beach together. The sun was starting to set. 
 
    The captain paused, scanning the water. “Perhaps we should set up camp for the night. I don’t want to be in there at night,” he said, pointing to the trees. It made her wonder what they had done to him to make him fear them. 
 
    Darcy had to agree with him though. They shouldn’t be walking around in the dark, it wasn’t safe. They could set out fresh in the morning. 
 
    Her stomach growled loudly and she slapped a hand over it. “Do you have any food?” she asked. 
 
    “No, but I was going to catch some fish for dinner. Do you want some?” 
 
    Smiling, she nodded. Fish sounded great and she would eat anything right now. Perhaps she would survive this after all. 
 
    He had set up a small camp there, including a makeshift shelter that he had fashioned from some wood and a piece of fabric. He had been busy. 
 
    “Do you know how to light a fire?” he asked. 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “Good, you do that, and I will catch us some fish.” 
 
    He waded into the water to catch their dinner. Darcy set to work on the fire, eager to get some real food inside of her. She gathered the firewood into a pile. She had it lit in a few minutes, but worried that someone would see the smoke. At least they had a clear view of the trees, no one could sneak up on them.  
 
    The captain stood in the water, unmoving. Darcy stared at him. What was he doing? Then he suddenly lunged forward, snatching something out of the water. He raised a large fish over his head triumphantly. Darcy had to admit, it was impressive. He brought it back to the beach and they cooked it over the open flame. The smell soon made her mouth water. 
 
    When it finished cooking, the captain divided it up and handed half of it to her. The fish still felt hot, so she laid it in her lap, ripping pieces off to eat. She breathed a sigh of relief as the food hit her stomach.  
 
    As they ate, the man kept glancing at her. 
 
    He didn’t say much and she did not like the silence. “What is your name?” she asked. 
 
    “Uh, James, but most people call me Jimmy.” That is what the J stood for. 
 
    “I’m Darcy.” 
 
    He nodded, taking a bite of his fish. He didn’t seem that interested to know more. Darcy didn’t mind, she didn’t want to answer too many questions about herself anyway. He might agree with her father and tell her to go home.  
 
    Jimmy took a swig from a bottle. He glanced at her and held the bottle out.  
 
    “Thank you,” she said gratefully. She took a gulp and choked as the liquid hit the back of her throat, burning it. 
 
    “What is that?” she cried, coughing. 
 
    “Rum.” 
 
    “I thought it was water,” she gasped. 
 
    He took it back and stoppered the bottle. “Sorry, only rum.” 
 
    “There is water up a hill, back that way,” she said, waving her hand in the general direction.” 
 
    He glanced at the darkening sky. “We can get it tomorrow. You can take the shelter.” 
 
    Darcy thanked him and settled down inside it, wondering if they would be safe until morning. What if there were wild animals living out here on top of the boys in the trees? 
 
    Jimmy stretched out on the sand, near the fire. Judging from the way he swayed back and forth, she guessed he was drunk.  
 
    Her eyes closed as exhaustion overtook her. She couldn’t stay awake any longer. 
 
    She dreamed of home. Of standing on the farm, looking out at the horizon. A wild black horse ran toward her, black as night. It seemed intent on staying its course and Darcy found that she had become rooted to the spot. The horse would trample her! She looked around for help and discovered her father and brother standing behind her. They simply stared at her, making no move to help her. 
 
    Just as it reached her, she jerked awake. 
 
    Darcy opened her eyes to find that it was morning. Still groggy, she raised her head, looking for Jimmy, but he was gone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Darcy searched the beach for Jimmy, but he seemed to have vanished. Glancing down, she noticed marks in the sand, as though someone was dragged away, along with a second set of footprints. A wild one? 
 
    Staring into the jungle, Darcy wondered whether it was a good idea to go after him. Whoever took him was clearly dangerous, what use would she be? She didn’t know how to fight. 
 
    But without him I can’t get off the island. She didn’t know how to sail a boat, he was her best option. And he did save her from the wild ones. It seemed cruel to leave him. She didn’t like to think someone would do that to her. 
 
    I have to try. 
 
    She headed into the jungle, moving as quietly as possible. Up ahead, about ten feet away, she could hear someone talking.  
 
    As she moved closer, she found the source of it. Jimmy was in trouble, he had been captured by one of the wild ones. 
 
    Jimmy hung upside down by his ankles from a tree, as the boy moved around him. He held a knife in his hand and Darcy had no doubt he would use it. Would he really kill him? He was so young. About fifteen, he stood a head taller than Darcy with a wiry build. 
 
    She needed to find a way to stop him. Searching the ground around her, she picked up a rock about the size of her hand.  
 
    The boy was muttering something to Jimmy as she snuck up behind him.  
 
    “Don’t do this,” Jimmy pleaded. 
 
    The boy said something, it sounded like the word blood, but a moment later, Darcy brought the rock down on his head and he crumpled to the ground, dropping the knife. Gasping, she checked to see if the boy was still alive. His chest still moved. She had never hit someone before. 
 
    “Can you get me down?” Jimmy asked, sounding on the verge of hysteria. 
 
    Darcy found the rope tied to a tree. She used the knife on the knot and Jimmy fell to the ground. 
 
    Darcy helped him to his feet. “What happened?” she asked. 
 
    “He ambushed me, hit me from behind. I guess he got what he deserved.” 
 
    The boy suddenly leapt to his feet, impossibly fast. With no knife, he grabbed a sharpened stick from his belt and jabbed at Jimmy, catching him in the side before he could get out of the way. Jimmy swore loudly as it pierced his skin, before he recovered enough to punch the boy in the face. He hit the ground with a thud. 
 
    “Oh my God. Are you okay?” Darcy asked. 
 
    He winced and checked the wound, not letting her see. “Yeah, it’s nothing. Let’s get out of here before more of them show up.” 
 
    They made their way back toward the beach. Darcy kept glancing around wondering if any more of them were around. Surely, they would have attacked if they were close by.  
 
    Jimmy muttered something under his breath.  
 
    “What?” she asked. 
 
    He glanced back at her. “I said I guess we know where we are now.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “Purgatory.” 
 
    Darcy snorted. “What? That is crazy.” 
 
    “Is it? I don’t know about you, but I’ve done plenty that could land me here. What if we didn’t survive the boat going down? Hell, for all I know you might not even be real. Or you could be working for them.” He jabbed a finger back at the unconscious boy. 
 
    “If I was, why would I save you,” Darcy snapped. How could he accuse her of such a thing, especially after she just saved his life? It didn’t make any sense. 
 
    He thought about that, before slowly nodding. “Okay, maybe you don’t work with them, but I’m telling you this place isn’t natural. We’re in purgatory, I guarantee it.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jimmy did not say much as they walked along, moving their camp further down the beach. After being ambushed, it was better that they found a new place to sleep. 
 
    Darcy had a hard time believing his theory that they were in purgatory. This island was real, she knew that. It may be filled with criminals, but it existed and that meant they could find a way off it. Where she went from there, she had no idea. The thought of returning home made her feel trapped. Perhaps she could be dropped off at another port somewhere. She could get work as a maid and make a life for herself. Or on a farm. She wasn’t afraid of hard work, surely someone would see the merit in that and give her a chance. 
 
    Before they searched the rest of the island, they returned to where the fresh water lay. Darcy drank deeply, wishing she had a place to bathe. She felt dirty in these clothes and after sleeping rough.  
 
    “We’ll need to carry some of it with us,” Jimmy said after taking a drink.  
 
    “Use your rum bottle,” she said, motioning to the bottle shoved in his pocket. He reluctantly removed it, glancing between the bottle and the water. There was no competition. They couldn’t survive on rum, was he really so eager to hold onto it? 
 
    Darcy snatched the bottle from his hand and poured the contents onto the ground. He let out a cry but did nothing to stop her. It looked like he had become dependent on the stuff. She needed him clear headed, especially if they were attacked again. 
 
    Darcy filled the bottle with water and handed it back to him. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They followed the coastline around the island, searching for a boat or anyone other than the wild ones. From what Darcy had seen, the wild ones were all young boys, so how did they end up here? Someone had to have brought them here. If this island held criminals, then there had to be adults here too, other than her and Jimmy.  
 
    He trekked ahead of her, his head down, lost in thought. Darcy did not know what to make of him. What things did he do that he thought he deserved to end up in purgatory? She knew she hadn’t done anything to deserve such a fate. At least she hoped she hadn’t. Did going against her father qualify? He always said he wanted the best for her, but he never bothered to ask her what she wanted for herself. She missed her mother. She passed when Darcy was only eight years old, of a sickness that swept through their village. Being left with a brother and father, Darcy had to take care of the house and look after them both, despite being the youngest. She had no idea what they would think when they discovered her missing, but she doubted anyone would think to look for her here. She was on her own. Well, not completely. Jimmy was her only ally and she needed to keep him on her side. If they found a boat, he could sail them both out of here. She didn’t want him leaving her behind.  
 
    “Can I have some water?” she asked. 
 
    He pulled the bottle out and held it back to her, continuing to walk. She took it from him and took a sip. She didn’t like his sullen silence. There had to be a way to distract him and bring him back to reality. She remembered the compass she found. 
 
    “Oh, I think I have something of yours,” she said. 
 
    “Other than my clothes?” he said. 
 
    He turned to see the compass she held out to him. His eyes widened and he snatched it from her. 
 
    “I thought this went down with the boat.” 
 
    “No, I found it in the pocket. Who is T? Your wife?” 
 
    He shook his head, staring at the compass. “No, an old love. She died a long time ago.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He stuffed the compass into his pocket. “Why were you on my boat?” 
 
    “I told you, I was running away.” 
 
    “Yes, but why?” 
 
    Darcy sighed. She guessed that trust worked both ways. “My father tried to marry me off to a pig of a man, so I left.” 
 
    “That’s it?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes. I know I shouldn’t have stowed away, but I was desperate, and I didn’t have any money to pay someone to take me.” 
 
    “I’m sure you regret it now.” 
 
    She regretted a lot of things, but not escaping that man. “If we find a boat, a way off the island, are you going to let me go with you?” 
 
    He looked confused. “It makes no difference to me either way. If you’re asking if I’m going to stop you, then no. No one deserves to stay in this place.” 
 
    Darcy felt relief flood through her. “Good.” 
 
    They continued walking, covering at least half the island, but they didn’t realise quite how big it was. Jimmy eventually called it a day and they headed back to their shelter on the beach. He was adamant that they wouldn’t be out after dark. 
 
    A loud whoop to Darcy’s left made her jump. Jimmy grabbed her arm and dragged her to the ground. They crouched in the grass, waiting to see where the boy was hiding. There was another whoop, but it was fainter now, he was moving away from them. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Jimmy said. 
 
    As he got to his feet, Darcy stopped him. “Maybe we should follow him, see if he can lead us to a way off the island.” 
 
    “Are you crazy? That lunatic from earlier tried to kill me. We can’t go in there.” 
 
    “It may be our only shot. We’ll be quiet. Please, let’s at least see what he is doing.” 
 
    Jimmy shook his head and backed away, he wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    Annoyed at his cowardice, Darcy turned and headed into the trees. If he wouldn’t come with her, she would go alone. She didn’t want to go near them either, but it was clear that they knew the island and if they did, then they knew what was on it. 
 
    The boy kept making noise, so it was easy to follow him. Darcy had to wonder if that was the point. What if he was leading her somewhere?  
 
    She stopped, glancing back at the beach. Maybe she should go back to the beach with Jimmy and forget this crazy idea. 
 
    When another whoop went up in response to the first boy, she finally understood. They were calling to each other. It was how they communicated. 
 
    Curious now, she kept moving, following them to a clearing. Staying back as far as possible, she watched from behind a tree, as three of them gathered around something on the ground.  
 
    Darcy couldn’t make out what they were looking out, but judging from the looks on their faces, it didn’t look good for whatever it was. The boys were barely in their mid-teens as far as she could tell, some were even younger. Dressed in rags like the others, they were covered in mud and dirt. Perhaps living out here had driven them feral. 
 
    She watched as they dived on the ground, wrestling each other for something. She caught sight of white fur, before a crack filled the air and the boys started tearing something apart. She watched in horror as they ate whatever they had just killed. Probably a rabbit or something small, but they were eating it raw! 
 
    Blood smeared across their lips as they devoured their meal. 
 
    Darcy backed away, she couldn’t watch any more of this. Her foot came down on a branch and it snapped under her. 
 
    The boys all raised their heads and turned in her direction. 
 
    Darcy ran. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Darcy ran as fast as she could, reaching the spot where she left Jimmy. She was surprised to find that he was still there.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” he said, seeing the look of panic on her face. 
 
    “Run,” she gasped. 
 
    He didn’t argue, they both took off down the beach. Darcy glanced back, but she saw no sign of the boys. Hopefully they didn’t see her, or they were too hungry to care. 
 
    Once they realised they were safe, Jimmy and Darcy stopped running. The boys didn’t seem to venture too close to the water. Was there a reason for that? Or did they get lucky? 
 
    “What did you see back there?” Jimmy panted. 
 
    “They attacked some animal, tore it apart, it was horrible.” 
 
    “I told you they’re crazy. They’ll probably eat us too, given the chance.” 
 
    Darcy shuddered at the thought. She followed him back to their camp, glancing over her shoulder every step of the way.  
 
    As Jimmy lowered himself onto the ground, he hissed in pain, clutching his side. 
 
    “Will you let me look at that?” Darcy said.  
 
    He relented and she raised his shirt to find the wound from the stick. It wasn’t deep but it was oozing.  
 
    “It’s fine,” he said. 
 
    “At least let me clean it.” 
 
    He nodded. Grabbing his other bottle of rum, she tore a strip off the shirt she wore and poured some of the rum onto it. 
 
    “That is a waste of perfectly good rum,” Jimmy muttered. 
 
    “I need to clean this, or it will get infected.” Pressing the material to the wound, he grunted and squeezed his eyes shut.  
 
    Darcy cleaned it up as best she could. As long as he kept it clean, then he should be okay. She had plenty of practice tending to wounds, her brother injured himself all the time on the farm. One time he almost cut his thumb off in an accident. This wound was nothing in comparison. 
 
    When she was done, Darcy moved to the makeshift shelter and settled in the sand. “We should get some rest,” she said. This place seemed to drain her.  
 
    Jimmy nodded. “I’ll take the first watch, in case they followed us.” 
 
    That thought scared Darcy, but she also needed to close her eyes for a while. If anything happened, Jimmy could wake her. 
 
    Trying to get comfortable, she thought of her bed back home, but she would have to get used to sleeping on the ground she guessed. It could be a while before they found a way off this island. 
 
    Jimmy seemed to spot something in the distance, rising to his feet. He hurried to the water’s edge. Darcy stood to see what he had found, worrying that it was one of the boys.  
 
    “It’s from my boat,” he said, dragging a small wooden trunk onto the sand.  
 
    Darcy let out a breath. Nothing to worry about then. He opened it and started rummaging through it. Darcy lost interest, lying back down. Exhausted, she closed her eyes, drifting off to sleep. 
 
    Her dreams were filled with creatures chasing her and she woke up a short while later, heart thumping. 
 
    I will never sleep easily again after all this. 
 
    Darcy glanced up to see a man standing over her that she didn’t recognize, holding out some fish. Letting out a gasp, she scrambled back. 
 
    “What’s wrong with you?” he asked. 
 
    She recognized his voice. “Jimmy?” 
 
    “Yeah?” Then he reached up and ran a hand over his smooth face. “Oh, I found my razor in the trunk. Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.” 
 
    Jimmy had shaved off his beard. Darcy realised he was not as old as she first believed. Maybe not much older than her.  
 
    “What?” he asked, seeing her staring at him. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    She took the food he offered and started eating. Night had fallen and the island was quiet. 
 
    “Any sign of them?” she asked. 
 
    “No, nothing. We can start out tomorrow at first light.” 
 
    “What if we don’t find anything?” she asked. 
 
    Jimmy sighed. “I don’t know.” 
 
    They didn’t know this island, but the wild ones did. Darcy had an idea. 
 
    “What if we trapped one of the wild ones?” Darcy suggested. “We could make him talk and figure out a way off the island.” 
 
    Jimmy shook his head. “Too dangerous. They travel in packs.” 
 
    “Well, what do you suggest? Because all I have heard from you is complaining,” Darcy snapped. 
 
    Jimmy actually recoiled from her as though she had slapped him. “Okay, I’m sorry. I just…you’re right. It is the best plan. But we have to do it right.” 
 
    Darcy nodded. “We will. We’ll lure one of them away and tie him up, so we can question him.” 
 
    “Looks like we have a plan.” 
 
    They may have had a plan, but executing it was a struggle. The boys liked to stay in groups, but occasionally one would wander off on his own. Setting out to explore or look for food. 
 
    Jimmy and Darcy managed to get close to them the next morning, settling behind a tree to watch for an opportunity. It took hours for one of them to break away from the herd. One of the smaller boys headed out into the trees, close to where they were hidden.  
 
    When he was far enough away from the others, Jimmy grabbed him, clamping a hand over his mouth. Darcy grabbed his legs and they carried him away from camp.  
 
    “Ow! He bit me,” Jimmy cried. 
 
    “Keep him quiet,” Darcy said, struggling to hold onto his feet. He kept trying to kick her.  
 
    They reached the spot where they had set up some items to help them. Darcy grabbed some rope and they managed to tie his hands behind his back. He kept shaking his head, trying to cry out, but Jimmy shoved a rag into his mouth to keep him quiet. 
 
    Once they were sure he couldn’t get away, Darcy asked, “We need you to tell us how to get off this island. Is there a boat?” 
 
    The boy glared at her. Realising he couldn’t answer her, she removed the rag. “Tell us and we’ll let you go.” 
 
    “Bitch,” he snarled. 
 
    “Hey!” Jimmy said. 
 
    “Look, you don’t have to stay here,” Darcy said to the boy. “You could leave too. If you help us find the boat, we can take you away from here.” 
 
    He lunged at her but couldn’t get to her with his hands tied. She stepped back, looking to Jimmy. 
 
    “If you don’t tell us, we’ll keep your hands tied and drop you in the water instead,” he said. 
 
    “Jimmy!”  
 
    He glanced at her but waited for the boy’s response. When he said nothing, Jimmy shrugged. “Okay, guess you are going for a swim.” 
 
    As he grabbed hold of the boy, he cried out. “The captain has a ship.” 
 
    Jimmy let him go. “What captain?” 
 
    The boy scowled. “He runs the island. He has the ship at Dead Man’s Cove. But you’ll never get on it, he’ll kill you first.” 
 
    A captain with a ship. But where was Dead Man’s Cove and why did it have to have such a horrible name? 
 
    The boy tipped his head back and let out a whooping noise. 
 
    “Run,” Jimmy said. 
 
    They left him there and raced off back toward the beach. His friends would find him and untie him. Or eat him, who knows. 
 
    At least they knew there was a ship, now they needed to find it. 
 
    More whoops sounded overhead. Darcy looked up to see the boys above them. They seemed intent on catching them this time. If they did, Darcy didn’t like to think what they would do to her. 
 
    I can’t let them catch me. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Darcy raced through the trees, realising that she had lost sight of Jimmy. One minute he was beside her and the next he was gone. She knew she couldn’t return to the beach now, that would only lead them there. It had become their safe haven in this monstrous place. 
 
    I need to lose them. 
 
    She veered left, crashing through the undergrowth. The noise from the boys grew fainter, they seemed to be heading in the opposite direction. After Jimmy? She hoped he had the sense to keep moving. 
 
    Glancing back, she collided with someone. Darcy came to a halt. The boy in front of her seemed older than the others, with dark hair and a pale face.  
 
    “We meet again,” he said. 
 
    “Again? Kidd?” she asked. This was the boy from the cave? She recognized his voice. 
 
    “I see you have been busy. Where is your friend?” he asked, looking around for him.  
 
    “I don’t know. Listen, we have found a way off the island, you can come with us and…” 
 
    He cocked his head. “Why would I want to leave? This is my home.” 
 
    Darcy took a step back. “Are you the captain?” 
 
    He chuckled. “No, I’m not. But I have been here the longest. The captain sticks to the water, while I rule the island. We try to stay out of his way. Don’t get your hopes up, you won’t be leaving here.” 
 
    “You can’t keep us here. We don’t belong here.” 
 
    “Not yet. See you and your friend are still…human. That’s unusual for the island. Most of us were brought here by the captain. Not many people wash up like you did. I’ll tell you what, how about I let you join us and we can keep your friend as food?” 
 
    “What are you saying?” Was he actually suggesting they would eat Jimmy? 
 
    “What do you say, Darcy? Do you want to live forever?” 
 
    He smiled at her, revealing pointed teeth. “Because I can make that happen.” 
 
    “What are you?” Darcy whispered. 
 
    His eyes glowed red as he took a step toward her, grinning. “It won’t hurt for long, then you’ll be like me.” 
 
    Darcy screamed, shoving him hard. He stumbled back, tripping over a root behind him. 
 
    Darcy ran. Her feet carrying her forward even as the rest of her felt ready to collapse with exhaustion. 
 
    It can’t be real. Monsters can’t be real, she thought, but she had seen one with her own eyes. She couldn’t deny it.  
 
    Palm fronds hit her in the face as the jungle around her grew thicker. She entered a part she had yet to explore, knowing that one wrong step could lead to her downfall. 
 
    Where is Jimmy?  I need to find him.  
 
    They had been separated by the wild ones, forced to flee in opposite directions. If she didn’t find him, she would have to try and get off this island alone. A task that already seemed insurmountable even with his help. 
 
    “Darcy,” the boy called, his voice seemingly all around her. He drew the word out, sending chills down her spine. 
 
    If he catches me, he’ll kill me. 
 
    She knew that with absolute certainty. He toyed with her before, let her go, but that seemed like curiosity more than anything. 
 
    Like a predator, playing with its food. 
 
    Her ankle twisted, sending pain shooting up her leg. Wincing, she forced herself to run on. She couldn’t stop. 
 
    “I’ll find you,” the voice sounded like a whisper, but again it came from every direction at once.  
 
    Tears flowing down her face, she felt her body start to give. Too long without proper food or water, she needed rest. 
 
    The ground suddenly vanished beneath her feet and she fell. She plunged toward the ground below, knowing this was the end for her. 
 
    Her last conscious thought before she hit the ground was, I never should have run away. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m alive. 
 
    The thought surprised Darcy. After the fall she had taken, it seemed she should be dead, but no, she was still alive. She could tell because of the pain. 
 
    Groaning in agony, she moved her arms, then her legs. It hurt like hell, but she didn’t think anything was broken. But she would need to stand to be sure. 
 
    She pushed herself up, wincing as she did, but she managed to get to her feet. Her back and legs hurt and her right wrist. She moved it back and forth, she could still move it, that was a good sign.  
 
    Looking up, she saw how far she had fallen. The top of the cliff seemed a long way away. 
 
    How the hell did I survive that? 
 
    There were broken branches above, she must have hit them and they cushioned her fall. Lucky did not begin to describe how she felt.  
 
    I need to get out of here before Kidd finds me. 
 
    She discovered a steep path and climbed back up, looking for Kidd as she went. Did he think she was dead? Or did he lose interest? It wasn’t like she could leave the island, maybe he didn’t see the need to hurry.  
 
    I need to find Jimmy and then that ship. 
 
    Reaching the top, she picked the direction she thought Jimmy headed in and started walking. She moved as quickly as her body would allow, but she was thankful she could move at all. Jimmy had the water, he could steer a ship, whatever happened, she needed to find him. 
 
    Searching her pockets, she found the berries she put in there before. They were mostly squashed now, but she picked at them, too hungry to care. 
 
    Where did the wild ones go? Kidd said that he had been here the longest, which meant he might be their leader, although she had never seen him with them.  
 
    All those boys out here alone, no one to care for them, no one to teach them right from wrong, no wonder they ended up like that. That didn’t explain Kidd’s teeth though or his eyes. He wasn’t human. She should be surprised, but after everything they had faced so far, it didn’t surprise her as much as it should. Monsters were real. 
 
    After what felt like hours, she heard someone move up ahead. Stopping, she wondered if it was Kidd waiting to pounce. Someone crashed out of the trees, looking bedraggled. 
 
    “Jimmy,” Darcy said, rushing toward him. 
 
    “Where were you?” he said. He saw the state of her. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    “I got chased by another boy, but he wasn’t…” 
 
    “Wasn’t what?” 
 
    “Human. He was a monster,” she blurted, knowing he wouldn’t believe her. 
 
    “What did he do to you?” Jimmy asked, pulling a leaf from her hair. 
 
    “Nothing, I fell off a cliff. But he isn’t human. He had fangs and red eyes.” 
 
    He gave her a sympathetic smile. “I think perhaps you hit your head.” 
 
    “No, I’m telling you, it’s real. He said that the captain brings them here, but he’s in charge of the island. He says that we’re the only humans and that they eat humans.” 
 
    “Well, that part I can believe given how the wild ones behave. Let’s get out of here before they come back. We need to find Dead Man’s Cove and that damn ship before it’s too late.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Can you see anything?” Darcy called. 
 
    She heard grunting from above as Jimmy climbed a tree to try and get a better look at the island. They had been searching for hours and now they were getting desperate. They just had to hope they didn’t draw the attention of the wild ones or Kidd. Darcy still jumped at every noise.  
 
    Eventually Jimmy dropped back onto the ground beside her, panting hard. “There’s a ship…due west… an hour away, maybe.” 
 
    “What are we waiting for?” 
 
    They hiked along, passing a few old camps along the way. It looked like the boys moved around quite a bit. Darcy noticed animal bones in a few of them. What happened when they ran out of animals? Or humans for that matter? Would they eat each other? 
 
    They finally reached the far side of the island, to what must be Dead Man’s Cove, and Darcy could see the ship up ahead. It was huge with blood red sails. She had never seen anything like it. 
 
    Darcy couldn’t help but smile. This was it, their way home. She rushed forward, eager to get a closer look. Jimmy put out a hand to stop her. “Let’s see who gets onto it first, before we make a move.” 
 
    She nodded. The captain sounded dangerous. They needed to choose the right moment. 
 
    They picked a spot close by where they could watch without being seen. Now that they were so close, Darcy felt that familiar restless feeling inside her again. She hated sitting still, but if they did not get this right, they could end up dead.  
 
    “Where will you go? When we get away from here?” Jimmy asked, after a while. 
 
    “I don’t know. I can’t go home. I guess I’ll have to find somewhere else to live.” 
 
    “I know a few people who might be able to give you work. It wouldn’t be much, but at least you won’t starve,” he said, surprising her. 
 
    Darcy smiled at him. “Thank you. That would be a big help.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Well, I know what it’s like to have nothing.” 
 
    “You do? What happened?” 
 
    “I was an orphan, I didn’t have a home for a long time. Then I met Theresa. She got me a job on her father’s ship and we fell in love. We planned to run away together, but her father wanted me to go on a trip with him. By the time I returned, Theresa was gone. She was hit by a cart and killed.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry. That must have been terrible.” 
 
    “It was. Her father felt bad for me, I guess, he promoted me and I eventually earned enough money to buy my own boat. I spent so much time out there on the water, all alone. Now it’s at the bottom of the ocean.” 
 
    “Well, you could always keep that one,” she suggested, pointing to the ship. 
 
    Jimmy smiled. “Yeah, I guess it is a small consolation.” 
 
    “I hope I find someone like you did with Theresa. That one person you know you should be with,” she said, looking at the ground. He may have lost his love, but at least he had it for a time. 
 
    Jimmy stared at her, a sad look on his face. He leaned in, his hand resting on her cheek and tried to kiss her. Shocked, Darcy pulled away before their lips could meet..  
 
    “What are you doing?” she cried. 
 
    “I, uh, I thought...” His face flushed.  
 
    “Why would you think that?” she said. 
 
    “I…don’t know. I’m sorry. Let’s just focus on getting onto that ship.” 
 
    He turned his gaze back to it. Darcy stared at him, wondering why he did that. Did he think she liked him? She barely knew him, they were only working together so they could survive this hellish place. When she spoke about finding love, she wasn’t hinting that he was the one. They were strangers. 
 
    He kept his eyes firmly fixed on the ship, clearly embarrassed. “I still don’t see anyone. Maybe the ship has been abandoned. Even if there is someone on board, it will be a skeleton crew. I say we move now and we might be able to overpower whoever is there,” Jimmy said. 
 
    Darcy nodded. “Okay.” It would be better than sitting here in awkward silence. 
 
    They made their way to the ship, which bobbed silently in the water. It loomed over them, as they climbed on board. It seemed deserted. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Jimmy muttered. A ship this size would need a crew.  
 
    They moved slowly across the deck. Darcy’s heart raced in her chest. They were so close, could it really be this easy? 
 
    When the door to the hold flew open and the crew burst out of hiding, it became obvious that it would not be that easy. They were surrounded in seconds by young boys armed with swords. The door to the captain’s quarters opened and a man dressed in black walked out. He held a sword in his hand. Stepping in front of them, he raised it, pointing it at Jimmy’s throat. 
 
    “Who are you? And what are you doing on my ship?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    The captain grinned at them, his sword still pointed at Jimmy’s throat. He could kill them easily, but given what they faced on the island, was this any worse? It might be quicker. 
 
    “We’re taking the ship,” Jimmy said, surprising Darcy. He sounded like he wouldn’t back down. Did he see the sword? 
 
    The captain tipped his head back and roared with laughter. “Is that a fact?” 
 
    “Yes, we are getting off this island, now step aside.”  
 
    Darcy had to admire his bravery, but the captain clearly had the upper hand here.  
 
    “Well, I can’t argue with that. We are leaving the island. It is almost time to set sail and now that you are crew, you will be joining us. I need someone to swab the decks.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Darcy said. When did they become crew? He couldn’t force them to join. 
 
    “When you step foot on this ship, you are bound to it. You become like us.” He stepped forward, smiling to reveal pointed canines. “The undead. And with it – a unquenchable thirst for blood. You will sail the lands around the island, seeking out food and you will renew our crew when needed. The younger the better, although they are not all up to the task. The rejects go to the island.” 
 
    That’s what the wild ones were? Rejected creatures, trapped on the island. Taken from their home, turned into monsters, never to see their families again. 
 
    “No!” Darcy cried. “We’re taking this ship and we are going home.” 
 
    He cocked his head to the side. “The bloodlust will grow soon enough. If you return to your home, you will kill all that you love.” 
 
    Darcy looked to Jimmy, but he looked as shocked as her. She reached up to her mouth, checking for teeth like his, but they felt normal. He had to be lying. 
 
    When the captain turned away, Jimmy snatched a sword from one of the other sailors. He made no move to take it back. “I’ll fight you for it.” 
 
    The captain looked intrigued. “Interesting. It has been a long time since we’ve had anyone with fight on board this vessel. Agreed. We will fight to the death. If you win, you can have this ship. If I win, I get to keep your woman.” 
 
    “I am not his woman!” Darcy protested. The thought of the captain touching her, disgusted her, Jimmy needed to win this fight. 
 
    She backed away, giving them room. The crew grabbed her, yanking her back and keeping her in place while the fight started. 
 
    The captain struck the first blow, but Jimmy parried and the two started to duel. Jimmy was better than Darcy expected, he knew how to use a sword. They circled the deck, looking for an opening. As Jimmy feigned to his right, the captain managed to slash him in the face, drawing blood. The crew around her started making noises, sniffing the air.  
 
    Oh God, do they want the blood. 
 
    “Jimmy!” Darcy cried. What if they went for him? 
 
    He backed off, his eyes wild. Wiping at his cheek, he shook his hand off, sending a few drops of blood onto the deck. Several crew members lunged at it, trying to lap up the blood with their tongues. 
 
    Darcy looked away. She couldn’t believe the way they had jumped on it. Would she end up that way too? A desperate monster, hungry for blood? 
 
    Jimmy met her gaze, his jaw clenching. Swinging his sword, he fought back with renewed vigour as they moved to the starboard side of the ship. Jimmy lashed out with his foot, sending the captain falling against the side. Jimmy spun and swung the sword through the air, catching the captain’s wrist. His hand was severed from his arm, sending it and the sword into the ocean. The captain’s eyes widened in surprise, right before Jimmy took his head off with a final blow. 
 
    He shoved his body and he fell into the water below. 
 
    Breathing hard, Jimmy looked to Darcy. “You did it,” she said. 
 
    The crew gathered closer, but Jimmy quickly took the helm. “I’m the captain now!” he yelled.  
 
    The crew looked wary but bowed their heads in respect. They released Darcy who rushed to Jimmy’s side. 
 
    “What do we do?” Darcy asked quietly. 
 
    “We get the hell out of here.” 
 
    When he saw the worried look on her face, he tried to offer her a smile. “We will be fine. We can find a port and leave them behind.” 
 
    Darcy nodded, but she couldn’t help but notice that his teeth looked sharper.  
 
    As he steered the ship away from the island, she started to feel a hunger, worse than ever before. Clutching her stomach, she squeezed her eyes shut.  
 
    Ignore it. As soon as we reach land, everything will be fine. 
 
    Opening her eyes, she glanced at Jimmy, watching as a trickle of blood ran down his cheek. A feeling came over her. A longing. She forced the feeling away. 
 
    We better reach land soon. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Enjoyed this story? Be sure to leave a review! 
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