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Chapter One
Key West, Florida

1942

J.T. Montgomery stretched his long legs out in the motorboat, resting his injured calf against one of the crates in the bottom of the boat. He was the remarkably handsome product of generations of remarkably handsome people. His dark hair had been cut too short by the navy but that did not detract from his good looks: brilliant blue eyes, lips that could be as cold as marble or as soft and sweet as the balmy air surrounding him, a slight cleft in his chin, and a nose that on a smaller man would have been too large. His mother called it the Montgomery nose and said it was God’s attempt to protect their faces from all the fists aimed by people who didn’t like the Montgomery hardheadedness.
“It still doesn’t make sense to me,” Bill Frazier was saying as he maneuvered the stick on the motor. Bill was a striking contrast to J.T. Bill was six inches shorter, hair already thinning at age twenty-three, and built like a stack of concrete blocks. Bill was grateful to have J.T. as a friend because, wherever J.T. went, the chicks followed. Six months ago, Bill had married the pick of the bunch.
J.T. didn’t bother answering his friend, but just closed his eyes for a moment and smelled the clean salt air around him. It was heaven to get away from the smell of oil, from the noise of machinery, and away from the responsibility of taking care of others, of answering questions, of—
“If I were a bachelor like you,” Bill was saying, “I’d be down on Duval Street having the time of my life. I can’t understand anybody wanting to spend time alone on one of these godforsaken islands.”
J.T. opened one eye at Bill then turned and looked out over the ocean at several mangrove islands surrounding them. He couldn’t explain what he felt to Bill, who had grown up in a city. J.T. had grown up in Maine, away from the noise and confusion of people and their machines. And there had always been the sea. When other boys had bought their first cars at sixteen, J.T. had received a sailboat. By eighteen he had been sailing three-day trips alone. He had even dreamed of sailing around the world alone. But then the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor and the war began and—
“Hey!” Bill was calling. “Don’t leave this world yet. Are you sure that’s enough provisions? Don’t look like much to eat to me. Dolly says you’re too skinny as it is.”
J.T. smiled at the mention of Bill’s pretty little wife. “It’s enough,” he said, and closed his eyes again. City people were never able to look at the sea as one long banquet table. He had brought a net, a fishing pole and hooks, a couple of pots, a small box of vegetables, and his mess kit. He planned to live like a king for the next few days. The thought of the silence, the solitude, and the lack of responsibility made him shift on the hard seat.
Bill laughed, his very ordinary face crinkling. He was a man who would have made an excellent spy since he could have faded into any crowd. “All right, point taken. But I still think you’re crazy. Anyway, it’s your life. The commander wants you back next Monday and I’ll be here to pick you up. And Dolly said to tell you that if you don’t swear you’ll use that burn salve she’ll be out here tomorrow to apply it herself.”
Bill snorted when J.T.’s eyes flew open with a look of horror on his face. “Now that would be my idea of a visit to a island,” Bill said. “I’d lay in a hammock and have two beautiful—no, three—gorgeous dames feeding me mangoes.”
“No women,” J.T. said, his blue eyes darkening. “No women, please.”
Bill laughed again. “What happened with that little WAVE was your own fault. Anybody could see marriage was in her eyes. And why didn’t you marry her? I can highly recommend the state.”
“That’s my island over there,” J.T. said, ignoring Bill’s comments about marriage.
“Beats me how you can tell one island from another, but it’s your funeral. One good thing is you’ll be so lonely out here you’ll be glad to get back to work.”
J.T. grimaced at that. Peace, he thought, that’s all he wanted. Nothing but the sound of the wind and the rain beating down on his tarp. And the food! No more navy chow, just fish, lobster, shrimp, conch, and—“Cut your motor,” he half shouted at Bill. “You’re going to hit the beach.”
Bill obeyed and eased the motorboat onto the narrow white sand beach.
Holding his left leg stiff in order to minimize the pulling of the burned skin, J.T. untangled his six-foot-long body and stepped out of the boat and into the shallow water. The heavy navy boots felt awkward on the slippery bottom and he suddenly couldn’t wait for Bill to be gone so he could get out of the stiff uniform.
“Last chance,” Bill said, handing J.T. the first crate. “You can still change your mind. If I had time off, I’d get drunk and stay that way until I had to sober up.”
J.T. grinned, showing even white teeth and making the cleft in his chin almost disappear. “Thanks for the offer and tell Dolly I swear I’ll use the salve and try my best to fatten up,” he said as he took the second crate ashore.
“She’ll probably still worry about you and when you get back she’ll no doubt have twenty pretty girls lined up to meet you.”
“I’ll be ready for them by then. You’d better go, it looks like it might rain.” J.T. couldn’t keep the eagerness out of his voice.
“I can take a hint, you want me gone. I’ll pick you up on Sunday.”
“Sunday night,” J.T. said.
“All right, Sunday night. But you don’t have to live with Dolly. She’s going to worry me to death about you.”
“All right,” J.T. said, stepping toward the boat. “Now you’ve made me a decent offer. I’ll live with Dolly and you stay here.”
“Some joker,” Bill said, the smile leaving his face. His buxom little wife was the love of his life; each day he still marveled that she had married someone like him. For all that J.T. was his friend and had even introduced them, J.T.’s looks aroused Bill’s jealousy.
J.T. laughed at his friend’s expression. “Go on, get out of here and don’t get lost on the way back.”
Bill revved the engine and backed off the narrow beach with J.T.’s help.
J.T. stood at the edge of the water and watched his friend until Bill rounded another island and was lost to sight, then J.T. opened his arms and breathed deeply. The smell of decaying sea matter, the salt air, the wind on the mangrove trees behind him made him feel almost at home.
In another minute he had grabbed most of his things and was heading north along the beach. Nearly a year ago when the navy had first sent him to Key West to supervise their ship repair operation, he had seen this island through binoculars from the deck of a ship. He had known then it was a place where he would like to spend time.
Over the past year he had read a few books about the land around Key West and he had gotten an idea of what was involved in camping on a hostile mangrove island.
Saying that the interior of a mangrove island was impenetrable was an understatement. The branches of the trees that had formed the island hung down to the ground, creating a prison of woody stems.
J.T. removed his shirt, took up his machete, and began slashing a narrow path through the growth. He meant to reach the freshwater cut in the center of the island.
It took him four hours of hard work to reach the cut and by that time he was down to his skivvies. Dolly was right in saying that he was too thin. He had lost weight in his three weeks in the hospital and the burns on the left side of his body were still pink and now beginning to itch from sweat. He stood panting for a moment and looked about him. He was completely enclosed on three sides by the short, glossy-leaved mangrove trees, but in front of him was the cut of water and a small area of land and sea debris. The water flowed out before him, its source hidden under the trees. There was room here for his tarp tent, a campfire, and his few provisions; it was all he needed.
He wiped the sweat from his face and turned back down the path he had just made. The track had many twists and turns, and twice he had let it lapse, crawling under the looping, low branches for a while before starting to hack away again. He didn’t want a freshly made path leading to his sleeping area. Several times German submarines had come into the Keys and J.T. had no desire to awaken one night to a bayonet at his throat.
It was sundown by the time he dragged all his things down the serpentine path, then, wearing only his shorts, boots, and a knife about his waist, he grabbed a johnny mop from his kit and went back to the beach. He removed his boots and walked into the warm water.
“There are definitely things to recommend this place,” he said aloud, remembering the cold Maine water of his hometown.
When he was in water to his chest, he dove and easily swam underwater to the nearest bit of wreckage protruding from the water. Unfortunately, the war had left the shallow water near Key West littered with debris. The water was dark but J.T. could see the deeper shadows. He stuck the mop into a hole in what had once been part of a ship and twisted. When he pulled the mop out, the antennae of four lobsters were entangled in the threads of the mop.
One lobster got free before he got it to shore but he quickly pegged the claws of the other three and carried them back down the path.
Moments later he had a fire going and a pot of water boiling. Deftly, with a practiced gesture, he pierced the spine of each lobster before dumping it into the water. These lobsters were different from the ones he had grown up with, smaller, with spotted shells, but they turned red when cooked just the same.
An hour later he tossed the empty shells into the water and smiled as he climbed into his hammock strung between two trees. The air was balmy, the wind just barely moving. The water was lapping at the shore and his belly was full. For the first time since he had left home, he was at peace.
He slept soundly, more soundly than he had in a year, and dreamed of mounds of shrimp for breakfast. For the first time in weeks he didn’t dream of the night he had been burned, didn’t dream of being surrounded by fire.
The sun rose and J.T. kept sleeping. Somewhere his mind was rejoicing that there were no starched nurses shoving stainless steel trays under his nose at five A.M. and saying, “And how are we this morning?” He smiled in his sleep and dreamed of yellowtail snapper roasted over an open fire.
When the shots came, he was too deeply asleep to even hear them, much less recognize them. He had slept knowing that he was safe and now he somehow knew the shots were not aimed at him.
When he did awake, it was with a jolt, sitting upright. Something was wrong, he knew it, but he didn’t know what it was. He leaped from the hammock, ignoring the pain on the left side of his body, pulled on his boots, laced them as fast as possible, grabbed his rifle, and left the clearing, wearing his shorts and knife.
When he reached the beach and he still had heard or seen nothing, he began to laugh at himself for being skittish. “It was a dream,” he muttered, then started back toward the path.
He heard another round of shots before he could take another step.
Crouching low, staying at the far edge of the beach, he began to run toward the sound. He had not gone far when he saw them. Two men were in a motorboat, one sitting by the motor, the other standing, aiming a rifle at something in the water.
J.T. blinked a few times then saw the dark, round shape in the water dive. It was a human head.
J.T. didn’t consider what he was doing. After all, it was wartime and perhaps the head in the water was a German spy who deserved to die. All he thought was that two against one was unfair. He put his rifle behind a tree, flung off his boots, and eased into the water.
J.T. swam as quietly as he could, trying to watch the men and the head. When the head went down and didn’t surface, he dove, swimming under the tip of the boat and heading downward.
“There!” he heard above him just as he dove. Moments later bullets came zinging through the water, one of them cutting into his shoulder.
He kept diving down, down, his eyes wide as he searched.
Just when he knew he was going to have to resurface for air, he saw the body, limp, bent over, and floating downward. He kicked harder as he dove deeper.
He caught the body about the waist and started clawing his way upward. He could see mangrove roots to his right and tried to reach them. His lungs were burning, his heart pounding in his ears.
When his head broke the surface, his only concern was air, not the men. Fumbling, he grabbed the hair of the person he held and pulled the head out of the water. As he tried to determine his position, he knew he heard no gasping of air from the body he held. The men had shut off their motor and were now only a few feet from J.T. but their backs were to him.
Silently, J.T. swam into the tree roots. Involuntarily, he gasped as a razor clam clinging to the roots cut into his burned side. But he made no more sound as he backed further into the roots, the clams cutting into his skin. The men used oars to maneuver the boat.
“You got her,” one man said. “Let’s get out of here.”
“I just want to make sure,” the man with the rifle said.
Her? J.T. thought, then turned to look at the face of the head lolling on his shoulder. She was a delicate-featured young woman, quite pretty actually—and she didn’t seem to be alive.
For the first time J.T. felt anger. He wanted to attack the two men in the boat who would shoot at a woman, but he had no weapon except a small knife, his body was covered with half-healed burns, and he had no idea how deep the bullet wound in his shoulder was.
Impulsively, he pulled the woman closer to him, shielding her slim body from the razor clams, and encountered the curve of a female breast. He suddenly felt even more protective of her, holding her to him in a loving way.
He glared at the backs of the men who searched the water.
“I hear something. It sounds like a motor,” the seated one said. “She’s dead. Let’s get out of here.”
The other one shouldered his rifle, sat down, and nodded as the first man started the motor and they sped away.
J.T. waited until the boat was out of sight then protected the woman’s body as best he could with his own as he made his way out of the jungle of roots and into the open water. He held her with his injured arm while swimming with the other until he reached the beach.
“Don’t be dead, honey,” he kept saying as he carried her to the shore. “Don’t be dead.”
As gently as he could, he put her on her stomach on the beach and began to try to pump the water from her lungs. She was wearing a long-sleeved, high-necked, full-skirted dress, her dark hair coiled and pinned about her head. The dress clung to her in a way that allowed him to see that she had a beautiful body: tall, slim-hipped, a waist he could span with his hands, and big breasts that swelled against the fabric. Her face was turned to one side, her eyes closed, thick, dark lashes lying against a cheek as pure and pale as porcelain. She looked like some rare, precious flower that had never been exposed to sunlight. How could anyone have tried to kill this delicate beauty, he thought with anger. All his protective instincts rose within him.
“Sweet lady,” he said, squeezing on her ribs in a way that was half caress then lifting her arms. “Breathe, baby, breathe for Daddy Montgomery. Come on, sweetheart.”
Blood ran down his shoulder from the bullet wound and more blood flowed from half a dozen cuts from the razor clams, but he didn’t notice. His only concern was the life of this beautiful young woman.
He prayed, asking God to spare her.
“Come on, sweetheart, please try,” he begged. “You can’t give up now. You’re safe now. I’ll protect you. Please, baby. For me.”
After what seemed to be hours, he felt a shudder run through her body. She was alive!
He kissed her fragile-looking cheek, felt the cold skin, then resumed pumping with increased vigor. “That’s it, honey, just a little more. Take a big deep breath for Daddy. Breathe, goddamn you!”
Another shudder passed through her body and she gave a great gagging heave. J.T. felt so much empathy for her that his own sides tightened. A huge amount of water came from her mouth and she began to cough as she struggled to pull herself upright.
J.T. smiled, feeling a great joy flood through his veins, and thanked God as he pulled her into his lap. “That’s it, baby, get it all out.” He stroked her damp hair, caressed her small, frail back, and felt as God must have when He created man. J.T. didn’t know when anything had made him feel as good as saving this girl. He caressed her pretty cheek with the back of his fingers, cradled her like a child, and soothed her more. “You’re safe now, sweetheart. Perfectly safe.” He held her face against his neck.
“You—” She coughed.
“Don’t talk, honey, just rest. Get all the water out and I’ll take you home.” He began to rock her.
“You”—cough, cough—“may”—cough, cough.
“Yes, love? You can thank me later. Let’s get you into dry clothes for right now. How about some hot fish soup?” His voice was deep and loving.
The girl seemed to want desperately to say something so J.T. allowed her to move back a few inches so she could look at him.
He pulled her back into his arms, cradling her as if she were the most precious object on earth. “It’s all right, baby. No one will try to hurt you again.”
She struggled against him and he let her pull away again as he smiled at her indulgently.
Again he was struck with the sheer prettiness of her. Not beautiful in a modern sense but in an old-fashioned way. Her small features and perfectly shaped head made her look as if she had stepped out of an old photograph. She reminded him of the ladies in the fairy-tale books his mother read to him as a child. She was a damsel in distress and he was her rescuer. Warmth flooded him.
He kept his hands lightly at her back in a protective way. “All right, honey, what is it you want to say?” he said caressingly.
Trying to talk made her cough again but he waited patiently, his eyes filled with tenderness while she made the effort to gain control.
“You may not”—cough, cough—“touch me”—cough, cough—“I am”—cough, cough—“royalty.”
By the time she finished, her back was ramrod stiff.
It took J.T. a moment to comprehend what she had said. He stared at her stupidly.
“I am a royal princess and you”—she looked down her nose at his bare chest—“may not touch me.”
“I’ll be damned,” J.T. breathed, and dropped his hands from her back. Never in his life had he felt such betrayal. He was on his feet in seconds, leaving her sitting. “You ungrateful little—” he began, then stopped. His jaw hardened and his eyes glittered like blue fire as he looked at her before turning away and leaving her where she was. “Find your own breakfast, Princess,” he muttered, and stalked away from her.



Chapter Two

ARIA sat where she was on the beach. Her head hurt, her lungs hurt, her legs ached, and what she most wanted to do was lie down on the beach and cry. But a royal princess must never cry. A princess must never show anyone what she is feeling. To the outside world she must always smile even when she is in pain. She had been taught these things until they were second nature to her.
Once when she was a little girl, she had fallen from her pony and broken her arm. Even though she was only eight years old, she didn’t cry, but stood, holding her arm close to her body, and went inside to her mother. Neither her groom nor her governess knew that she was in pain. Later, after her arm had been set—through which ordeal Aria shed not one tear—her mother had congratulated her.
Now here she sat in a strange country after having had to fight for her life all night and the man who had rescued her was behaving very oddly. She glanced toward the tangle of trees and wondered when he was going to return with that fish stew he had promised. Of course she would have to insist that he clothe himself. Mama had told her never to allow a man to appear before her unclothed, whether he was a servant, a husband, or a native of some strange island.
There was a single palm tree a few feet down the beach and she slowly rose and started walking toward it. Her head swam with the effort and her legs were weak from exertion, but she pulled herself up as stiff as possible and began to walk—no slouching or staggering for someone of the blood royal. A princess is always a princess, Mama had said, no matter where she is or how people around her are behaving. She must remain a princess and let others know of their status or else they’ll take advantage.
Take advantage, Aria thought, such as that man did this morning. The names he had called her! She willed her cheeks not to blush in memory. And the way he had touched her! No one, ever, in all her life had touched her like that. Didn’t he understand that he wasn’t supposed to touch a royal princess?
She sat down under the tree in the shade. She wanted to lean against the trunk and rest but she didn’t dare. She would probably fall asleep and it wouldn’t do for that man to see her sleeping when he returned with her meal.
Instead, she sat up straight and looked out at the ocean and, without willing them to, the events of the last twenty-four hours came back to her.
This past night had been the worst of her life, perhaps the worst night of anyone’s life. Three days ago she had left her country of Lanconia for the first time in her life. She was to be the guest of the American government, and while the officials were talking to her ministers, the Americans planned to take Aria on a round of official engagements. Her grandfather the king had explained that their hospitality was merely an effort to persuade him to sell Lanconia’s vanadium but he thought Aria might benefit from the experience.
There had been a long, tiring journey on trains then an army plane that had hastily been outfitted with antique chairs and brocade that was taped to the walls. Some of the tape came unstuck but Aria did not let the Americans know that she saw. Later she planned to laugh about it with her sister.
The Americans had treated her well if a bit strangely. One minute someone would bow to her and the next minute some man would take her elbow and say, “Watch your step, honey.”
They landed in a place called Miami and immediately she was led to a small plane that was to take them to the southernmost tip of America, Key West. Here Aria was to be escorted about the big naval base and see where ships that had been injured in the war were repaired. Unfortunately, her two-week itinerary was full of visits to naval bases and army hospitals and luncheons with dowager societies. She wished that one afternoon could have included a gallop on a good horse but there didn’t seem to be any time. Grandpapa had said the Americans wanted to impress upon her the need their country had for the vanadium and they didn’t think that parties with handsome young men were likely to do that.
Straight off the plane Aria was greeted with a red carpet, and several overweight ladies wearing dresses of pastel chiffon—dresses that were indecently short—and carrying heavy bouquets of flowers. Aria accepted the flowers, smiling even though her feet were killing her and the heat of Key West made her feel light-headed. Three times she had to stifle a yawn as she handed the flowers to her lady-in-waiting who handed them to an American officer who handed them to an enlisted man who handed them to the chauffeur who put them in the trunk of a long black limousine.
Aria was escorted to a room in a building on the naval base that made her gasp. It looked as if the Americans had scoured the island for every piece of gilt furniture they could find and had put it all in the room. The hastily built, plain building with its purely functional rooms looked incongruous with the carnivallike carved, gilt furniture.
Aria gave her lady-in-waiting a quelling look lest the woman offend the Americans, but she was afraid the room would give her nightmares. There was an hour for her two dressers to ready her for a banquet.
At the banquet, she sat at a long table set on a dais surrounded by generals and town officials wearing suits smelling of mothballs. Every one of them had to give a speech and Aria tried not to show her sleepiness. She was also hungry but could not eat because the Americans had allowed photographers into the room for the entire meal. Royalty could not be photographed while ingesting food. So she sat, her plate taken away barely touched.
By the time she got back to her room, her long black heavy dress was weighing her down and she knew that even though it was midnight she had to be up at six A.M. for breakfast with a politician, then at seven she was to see something called a gyro compass laboratory.
Standing in the middle of the room, waiting for her dresser to come and remove her dress, waiting for her maid to draw her bath, in those few minutes when she was alone, someone threw something heavy over her head and carried her out of the room, and, as far as she could tell, out of the building.
She was nearly suffocated before the two men removed the covering.
“You will be paid if I am returned unharmed,” she had begun, but a gag was put over her mouth then her hands and ankles tied. She was shoved into the backseat of a car and driven away.
Her mother and grandfather had often lectured her on the hazards of being royal, and once before, when she was twelve, there had been an attempt on her life. Aria lay quietly in the back of the car but she never lost her wits. She began to work the cords on her wrists, wriggling them looser and looser.
The men in the front seat didn’t speak, just drove. They stopped, got out, and Aria could smell the ocean. She had freed her hands then untied her feet, but she had wrapped the cords lightly back around them. By now she thought the alarm would have been given and people would be looking for her, but she had to wait until there was a good opportunity to escape.
The men returned, but before she could see where she was, they covered her with a cloth again. This time she was put into what felt like a boat.
“Let her breathe,” one of the men said as he started the motor, and the cloth was removed from her face.
Aria had a good look at the men. With a jolt, she realized that if they allowed her to see them, then they did not mean for her to live. She could smell the ocean and see the sky but nothing else.
After an hour or more one of the men said, “We’re out far enough. Let’s get it over with.” He slowed the motor and over her feet, Aria thought she could see tree leaves.
She saw the other man lift a rifle and check to see if it was loaded.
Aria made her move as quickly as possible. Under the cover she had removed the loose bindings and now she jumped up and over the side of the little motorboat. The action rocked the boat and startled the two men, giving her a few precious seconds. She dove, but when she came up for air the man was shooting at her. She dove again. After she dove the fourth time, she remembered nothing until that man was holding her and saying outrageous things to her.
So here she was now, sitting under a palm tree in a country that was entirely too hot, having had no sleep and no food, and the only other person who seemed to be on this island was a half-naked commoner.
She stood, tried to straighten her dress, smoothed her hair back, and decided to look for him. Americans certainly didn’t seem to know how to act. Why hadn’t he apologized for touching her? And why wasn’t he bringing her food? She would have to find him then allow him to return her to the American government. They would be frantic by now.
He wasn’t easy to find. It took her an hour to walk around the narrow, smelly little beach but there was no sign of him. What a very odd way to treat royalty. Of course she had read that America had never had a king but surely even that couldn’t excuse this man’s behavior. In her own country the commoners were anxious to please her. Every time she left the palace they lined the streets to wave at her and present her with gifts. Perhaps this man was a prince and that was why he acted as if he had rights of familiarity. She dismissed that idea. He was an American and all Americans were equal—they were all commoners—no royalty, no aristocrats, just a nation full of commoners.
She sat down on the beach. So why wasn’t he bringing her food? Even an American should know enough to bring a princess food.
At noon she moved back to the palm tree. The heat, her hunger, and the lack of sleep were too much for her. She stretched out on the sand and went to sleep.
When she woke it was dark. There were the calls of strange birds and she could hear movement in the bushes behind her. She moved nearer the palm tree and drew her knees up, wrapping her arms around them. She dozed a bit but mostly she stayed awake and wondered what was happening on the naval base. If they told her grandfather the king she was missing, he would be very worried. She had to get back as soon as possible and let the world know she was safe.
The sun rose and she sat up straight. Perhaps the naked man had left the island and she was alone here. Perhaps she would die after all.
A shadow blocked the sun and she looked up to see the man standing over her. He wore an unbuttoned shirt that exposed a great deal of his chest which was covered with dark hair. She could not possibly look directly at him.
“Hungry?” he asked.
“Yes,” she answered.
He held a string of fish in front of her but she looked away. He tossed the fish onto a patch of grass then began gathering wood.
“Look, I guess we got off to a bad start,” he said. “Maybe I was a little too friendly and maybe getting shot before breakfast doesn’t put me in the best of temper, so what do you say we start again? My name’s J. T. Montgomery.”
She turned to look at him as he squatted over a fire, the fish on sticks as he turned them. With his shirt open and hair on his chest and black whiskers on his face, he looked very primitive, more like something out of a history book about Attila the Hun than what a proper man should look like. Her mother had warned her about men like him, or at least her mother had warned her about improperly attired men. She doubted if her mother had ever imagined that men such as this one existed. Such men were never to be allowed to take liberties.
“What’s your name?” he asked, smiling at her.
She didn’t like that overly familiar smile. It was imperative to stop it at once. “Your Royal Highness will do,” she answered, her jaw set.
The man looked away, his smile gone. “Okay, Princess, have it your way. Here.” He thrust a fish on a stick at her.
She looked at it in bewilderment. A princess was to eat whatever was offered to her, but exactly how did one eat this?
“Here,” J.T. said, and dumped the fish on a leaf of the palm tree. “Have at it.”
Aria looked at the fish with horror, then, to add to her horror, she saw the man was about to sit down on the other side of the fire and eat his fish.
“You cannot,” she gasped.
“Can’t what?” he asked, squinting at her, a piece of fish halfway to his mouth.
“You cannot sit with me. You are a commoner and I am—”
“That’s it!” he shouted, coming to his feet and towering over her. “I’ve had it with you. First I risk my life to save you and all the thanks I get is a ‘you can’t touch me, I’m royalty!’ ” he mocked. “Then I bring you food that you won’t eat and I’m told to call you Your Serene Highness and now—”
“Royal,” she said.
“What?” he sputtered.
“I am a Royal Highness, not Serene. I am a crown princess. Someday I will be queen. You must address me as Your Royal Highness and you must take me to the naval base immediately. Also, I need a knife and fork.”
The man said a few English words her tutor had not taught her.
Was it possible, Aria thought, that the man was angry? She couldn’t imagine why. He would have the honor of escorting her back to the base—it would be something he could tell his grandchildren about.
It was better to ignore commoners’ outbursts. It was their lack of breeding and training that made them so emotional, “I should like to leave as soon as I’ve eaten. If you wash that knife you’re carrying, I will eat with it.”
The man removed his knife from his belt, opened it, and tossed it blade down so that it stuck into the ground an inch from her hand. She didn’t flinch. Commoners were so unpredictable—and their tempers made them dangerous. One must take the upper hand.
She took the knife from the ground and waved it at him in dismissal. “You may go now and prepare the boat. I will be ready.”
Above her, she heard the man give a little laugh. Good, she thought, at least he was in better humor. Even he had to see how childish his temper was.
“Yeah, Princess, you just sit there and wait.” With that he turned away.
Aria waited until he was out of sight before looking back at the fish. “Princess,” she murmured, “makes me sound like a collie.”
It took her a while to figure out how to eat the fish. Food was not something to be touched with one’s hands. She found a stick, cleaned it in the dying fire, and at last tackled the cold fish with the stick and the knife. To her amazement, she ate all three fish the man had left behind.
Noon came and the man did not reappear with the boat. He certainly took long enough to do things, she thought. It had taken him an entire day to catch three fish so it would probably take two days to bring a boat around. The day wore on and still he did not return. Were all Americans like this? Her grandfather would not tolerate such behavior in a palace servant. America was very young compared to Lanconia and she wondered about the survival of the country if all Americans were as slow and uneducated as this one. How could they possibly win their war with men as undisciplined as this one? The Americans needed more than vanadium—they needed a new population.
In the afternoon it began to rain. It was a light, warm drizzle at first but the wind rose and it grew colder. Aria huddled under the tree and wrapped her skirt about her legs.
“I’m not going to recommend him for a medal,” she said, rain pouring down her face, her teeth beginning to chatter. “He is failing in his duties to me.”
Lightning flashed and the rain began to come down in lashing sheets.
“Don’t you know enough to get out of the rain?”
She looked up to see the man standing over her. He was still wearing very little clothing and his cheeks had even more black whiskers on them. “Where is the boat?” she called up at him, over the rain.
“There is no boat. We’re stuck here together for three more days.”
“But I can’t stay here. People will be looking for me.”
“Could we discuss this another time? Much as I dislike the idea, you have to come back to my camp. Get up and follow me.”
She stood, using the tree for support. “You must walk behind me.”
“Lady, I don’t know how you’ve lived so long without somebody murdering you. Go ahead, then, lead.”
Immediately, she realized she had no idea which way to go. “You may go first,” she said graciously.
“How kind you are,” he replied, the first decent thing he had said to her.
He turned away and she waited until he was several feet ahead then followed. It would not do to get too close to him. He didn’t seem to be a trustworthy man. She followed him a few yards behind then the rain obscured him and she lost sight of him. She stood absolutely still and waited, willing even her eyes not to blink against the driving rain.
He returned after several long minutes. “Stay close to me,” he shouted over the rain. Shouted unnecessarily loudly, she thought. He turned away then looked back and grabbed her hand.
Aria was horrified. He had touched her after she had told him he could not. She tried to pull away from him but he held fast.
“You may not have any sense but I do,” he yelled, and began to pull on her arm.
Really, she thought, the man was too insolent for words. He plunged ahead, hanging on to Aria’s hand as a dog holds on to a bone. Once in a while he shouted orders at her, telling her to duck, and one time he grabbed her shoulders and pushed her to the ground. He expected her to crawl through the underbrush! She tried to tell him he had to cut the growth away but the man didn’t listen to her. She was faced with being dragged, on her stomach, through the swampy land or crawling. Disgusting sort of non-choice.
When they at last reached the clearing, it took a moment to get her bearings. She was completely disoriented after her treatment by this man. She stood in the rain and rubbed her wrist where he had held her. Was this where this man lived? There was no house, nothing but a few crates and a piece of black fabric forming a little tent. No one in Lanconia lived this poorly.
“In there,” he shouted, pointing to the piece of fabric draped over tree branches.
It was the most humble type of shelter, but it was dry. She knelt and crawled inside. As she was wiping water from her face, to her utter disbelief, the man crawled in beside her. This was too ridiculous even for an American.
“Out,” she said, and there was an edge to her voice. “You will not be allowed—”
He put his face nose to nose with hers. “Listen to me, lady,” he said as quietly as he could over the rain. “I’ve had more than enough from you. I’m cold, I’m wet, I’m hungry, I got a bullet wound in my arm, I got cuts on top of burns, and you’ve ruined the first vacation I’ve had in this war. You got a choice: you can stay in here with me or you can sit out there in the rain on your royal ass. That’s it. And so help me, if you say one more word about what I’m allowed or not allowed to do, I will take great pleasure in throwing you out.”
Aria blinked at him. So far, America was not what she had imagined. Perhaps she had better try a different tack because this man seemed to have an extraordinarily violent nature. Perhaps he would begin shooting at her as the other men had done. “May I have some dry clothes?” she asked, and gave him the smile she gave to one of her subjects who had just pleased her.
The man groaned, twisted toward a corner of the tarp, and opened a metal chest. “I got navy whites and that’s it.” He tossed them into her lap, then turned away, lay down on the rubber floor, stretched out, pulled a blanket over himself, and closed his eyes.
Aria had difficulty hiding her shock. Was all of America like this? Full of men who abducted one, then shot at one, other men who called one honey and tossed knives at one’s hand? She would not cry, under no circumstance would she cry.
She knew it was no use trying to unbutton her dress. She had never undressed herself and had no idea how to do it. She clutched the dry clothes to her and lay down, as far away from the man as possible, but she could not control the shivering.
“Now what?” he muttered, and sat up. “If you’re afraid I’ll attack you, don’t be. I’ve never found a woman less interesting than you.”
Aria kept shivering.
“If I go outside in the rain, will you get out of that piece of sail you’re wearing and into dry clothes?”
“I don’t know how,” she said, clenching her teeth to still the chattering.
“Don’t know how to what?”
“Would you mind not shouting at me?” she said, sitting up. “I have never undressed myself. The buttons…I don’t know how…” The man’s mouth fell open. Really, what did he expect? What did he think royal princesses did anyway? Did he think they polished silver and darned stockings? She sat up straighter. “I have never needed to dress myself. I’m sure I could learn. Perhaps if you told me the rudiments I—”
“Turn around,” he said, then shoved her shoulder until her back was turned to him. He began unbuttoning her dress.
“I think that your touching of me is more than I can allow—what was your name again?”
“J. T. Montgomery.”
“Yes, Montgomery, I believe—”
He turned her around to face him. “Lieutenant Montgomery of the United States Navy, not just Montgomery like your damned butler, but lieutenant. Got that, Princess?”
Did this man shout every word he spoke? “Yes, of course. I understand that you wish to use your title. Is it hereditary?”
“Better than that, it’s earned. I got it for…for buttoning my own shirt. Now, get out of that dress—or do you want me to undress you?”
“I can manage.”
“Good.” With that, he turned away from her and lay back down.
Aria kept watching him as she removed her dress. She didn’t dare remove her several layers of wet underwear, so she was still uncomfortable as she pulled his white uniform on over her head—and that took some concentrated effort to figure out. All in all, it took quite some time before she was able to lie down.
The rubber ground cover was damp, her underwear was soggy against her skin, and her hair was wet. In minutes she was shivering again.
“Damn,” Lieutenant Montgomery said, then rolled over, flung the blanket over her, and pulled her to him, her back against his front.
“I cannot possibly—” she began.
“Shut up,” he said. “Shut up and go to sleep.”
His big body felt so warm that she didn’t offer any more protests. Her last thoughts before she fell asleep were a prayer of hope that her mother in heaven would not see her like this.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/Images/fm.jpg





OEBPS/Images/flower.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRThumb.jpg





OEBPS/Images/MSRCover.jpg
ude
[dyX

The Rincess

NowYork London Toronto Sydney  Singepore





