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Chapter One
Fran leaned against the brass rail, enraptured by the sights, sounds, smells and tastes of the vast blue sea as the broad white liner cut through it on a path to the Hawaiian Islands. It had long been a dream of hers to visit the Paradise of America. Her mother had spent some time there in her youth and to this day spoke in glowing detail of its tropic beauty, mystery and the warmth of the people. The contest Fran had won made that dream a reality. Fran was feeling lucky for the first time in her life. Even the fact that the small paper products company she worked for had cut back its staff in the wake of the failing economy proved to be Fran’s good fortune. Now she had the two weeks free to enjoy this trip and not think about anything else until she got back to the mainland again.
She breathed the salty air greedily. Imagine not having anything to worry about. She felt so free! From childhood she had borne responsibilities, worried about things. She had to worry about her mother after her father passed away, when Fran was only seven. She had to worry about keeping the house when her mother started disappearing for days at a time when Fran was only eleven. She had to worry about new rules and new obligations each time her mother came home with a new husband, a new set of debts, a new set of woes. She had to worry about her mother’s happiness when, time after time (well, three times) those marriages failed and Fran and her mother were left on their own again. She had to worry about money and fighting to get a college education. Lately, she had to fight with her mother’s most recent and least desirable husband and the step-brother who wanted a totally different kind of relationship.
She turned back to the deck for a moment, enjoying the sight of so many couples; young lovers, newlyweds, people celebrating the discovery of a new and wonderful connection, people celebrating many years of marriage. Now, that’s luck, she thought without envy, to find a partner that was compatible enough to live with for the rest of your life…she sighed, but it was a sigh of contentment. After watching her mother’s heartache for so many years, she had no real desire to ever marry, but she was happy for those who had found the right partner.
I don’t blame Mom for trying to find someone to replace Dad, Fran decided, letting her bare elbows rest against the coolness of the brass rail. She and Dad had an extraordinary marriage and it’s no wonder she misses it – and him. To her, anything’s better than being alone.
But not to me, she decided firmly, recalling her step brother Stephen’s insistence that no one else would give her a second look, as if that would endear him any more to her! She shook her head and turned around again, staring out to the churning, white capped water. Her mother, Elizabeth, had always insisted that all women needed men in their lives, but Fran didn’t think that was true for her. She was realistic enough to know she would never be able to make a man really happy, and she was independent enough to go out and look for happiness on her own. And, if she couldn’t find any for herself, there was a whole shipload of people on this trip, surely she could share someone else’s joy. At least, for the space of two weeks she could feel free and happy. What more could a girl want?
The dark haired man standing at the prow, his back to the water, his elbows on the rails behind him, just as she had been moments before, seemed to be taking as much interest in Frances as she was taking in those folks around her. He had been standing at the rail for some time, elbows right angled to his body, fingertips tucked into the pockets of his white sport coat, looking rather pleased, as if all the happy passers-by were his own property. He had turned away a few minutes before, looking as if he intended to go inside, when he saw Fran, stopped and gave her a long, knowing look. Now, he remained at the rail, watching her as if he could predict each move she would make.
Glancing uncomfortably in his direction, Fran sniffed, in irritation. Men can be so strange, she thought. Imagine looking me over as if I were a prize. She carried no illusions about her appearance. She was unfortunate in favoring a long dead relative instead of either of her glorious looking parents. She was plain. Oh, Elizabeth had often tried to tell her she was attractive in a sweet sort of way, but Fran knew she was a disappointment to her parents; her short curly hair of no definable color, a small round face and body that matched pretty well were not the sort of things to make a father’s chest swell with pride, nor was she likely to draw any other man’s attention with those looks. Her only arresting feature was a gift from her mother; wide grey green eyes fringed with dark, thick lashes that seemed sometimes to overwhelm her small face. But large, unusual eyes were not the features most men sought in a woman.
She risked another glance in the stranger’s direction. He was still looking at her. Really! What some men will do when they’re bored, she thought, sighing. If he didn’t leave soon, or at least turn his attention elsewhere, he was going to spoil her pleasure and she would have to go inside. Almost in acquiescence, he levered himself away from the rail. Oh, good, he’s leaving-no, wait, he’s coming toward me, she realized and skewered her small mouth up in determination. Well, he’s going to find out I’m no pushover for a pity play, either.
She was absolutely nonplussed, therefore, when his first words to her were hardly of a come-on caliber. “I’ve got to say, Freddie,” he observed with a very evident note of sarcasm, “you’ve made an admirable stab at it.”
Fran glanced over her shoulder. No, there was no one else nearby for him to be addressing. “I-I beg your pardon?”
He shook his head. “Oh, no, don’t even try that. Don’t insult me by playing innocent. You may have changed your hair and toned down the makeup and clothes, and the low heels do make you look even smaller, but I’d recognize you anywhere, Freddie Royal.”
Fran blinked slowly, bewildered. To whom did he think he was speaking? What sort of woman would go by the name Freddie Royal? Just Freddie was bad enough, but adding Royal? Only a show girl or…or…well, it wasn’t the kind of name the average girl on the street would have. And no one in their right mind would mistake her for a show girl or anything like it. She smiled regretfully. “I’m sorry, sir, but you’ve-“
“Sir?” The onyx brows rose mockingly. “Since when do you call me ‘sir’? You’ve had a lot of names for me over the years but ‘sir’ was never one of them. Come on, Fred, quit the act, the curtain’s coming down.” He caught her wrist. “Let’s go get a drink and no hard feelings.”
“I assure you,” she insisted, pulling her arm free, “that you have the wrong party. My name is Smith. Frances Smith.”
Her antagonist burst into a loud, hooting laughter that made others turn to look. “Smith? You expect me to buy that? Come on, Fred. I know you’ve got more imagination than that. Frances Smith?” he repeated with another loud laugh. “That’s so stupid it’s laughable.”
Fran felt her cheeks start to burn in frustration and indignation. “So I gathered - according to your standards,” she answered coolly. “Now, if you’ll just let me in on the joke, maybe I can laugh with you.”
He stopped laughing and looked her over again, almost insolently. “You can’t claim not to remember me,” he jeered.
“That’s true,” she admitted, “because that would suggest that I had met you previously, and I’ve never seen you before in my life.”
“I’m not laughing anymore, Fred.” For a moment he looked as if he might not ever laugh again. “Now, come along and have a drink and tell me where you got the nerve to return to the scene of the crime.”
Fran was justifiably disturbed. “Well, humor me a little,” she said, still resisting him, “after all, I worked so hard at this ‘stab’, as you put it. Just who are you and who do you believe me to be?”
He brushed back black hair from his brow and it fluttered right back into his eyes. “The wind’s coming up,” he said, reaching for her arm and successfully pulling her away from the rail, “come on down to the lounge and I’ll buy you a drink. It was Midori coladas, wasn’t it?”
“I think not.” She tried to pull free again.
This time she did not slide so easily from his fingers. “Why not?”
“Two reasons: One, I never drink with people I don’t know and two, I never drink.” She managed to twist free at last, and brushed at her wrist as if to remove all trace of his touch. “Now, excuse me. Good evening.”
He stepped in front of her, taking inventory again. “You know, Fred, this is good stuff. It might even be considered worthy of your conniving self.” He bowed stiffly. “Please, madam, permit me to introduce myself. I am Cricket Royal, your husband’s brother.”
She stared, open mouthed. My husband? Under other circumstances, that might even be amusing. “Cricket?” she repeated, then rolled her eyes. “Why not? If you can mistake me for a woman named Freddie, why can’t you be a man named Cricket. What is your real name?”
His mocking smile faded. “You never gave a damn before.”
Fran sensed she’d struck a dangerous nerve. “Oh, and I thought you were going to humor me,” she said, in mock dismay.
“All right, all right, maybe you never heard it.” His voice was filled with exasperation. “You only cared about my last name – Royal.” He then pronounced a word that to Fran’s unschooled ear sounded like baby talk. “Kirikiti. It’s what the Polynesians call English cricket.” When it was obvious that his explanation had not furthered her understanding, he made a swinging gesture with both hands. “Cricket. Like baseball, only you take tea breaks and you don’t run around a diamond.”
It was her turn to give him a long assessing stare. “I don’t understand…why would you have a Polynesian name? You don’t look Polynesian.”
“I do. Not as much as some, but more than mainlanders. My mother was English so my features are more Anglicized than most,” he explained, smoothing his jet hair back from that strong, square face. “My parents met at a kirikiti match, and that is why I have that name. In case you forgot, I’m the son of a real chieftain and second heir to Royal Enterprises, which is still one of the largest Polynesian based companies in the world.” He pushed his hands into his pockets and scowled at her. “But you know that already. You knew more about some parts of the business than I do, since you were King’s assistant before you tricked him down the aisle.”
“King?” Fran decided to ignore the rest of the dissertation. “I suppose that’s an English translation, too.”
“King? That was prophetic. Now come along and have a…have a coffee with me.” He grabbed her hand roughly and held it firm.
“Oh, I just thought of another reason why I cannot. I never drink with insects.” She put as much nastiness into the word as she could.
“Not the bug,” he said, holding her hand so tightly it was starting to hurt, “the game.”
“I’m an American. Crickets are insects where I come from.”
“Well, you won’t be calling me an insect for long,” he promised, matching her smile. “When I tell King you’re on this ship, you’ll be calling me a snake.”
Fran decided not to let him see any concern in her expression. “If this man was as you say, he’d recognize the mistake at once. I am not, I repeat, not Freddie Royal. I am Frances Smith.”
Her assailant tsked her with an upraised finger as if she were only being foolish. “You didn’t even bother to change your initials, Fred.”
“My initials? Do they have a different alphabet in Hawaii?” She was proud of her retort. “My initials are F.S. not F. R.”
“Your maiden name was Saucer – Fredericka Saucer.” He flipped his hand over as if to say ‘you see? The same on both sides’.
Well, now a girl named Fredericka makes sense, I suppose, Fran decided. Freddie could be short for Fredericka. And Saucer…well, that was an interesting coincidence if she was remembering correctly. Her mother’s maiden name was Saucer…or something very close. “Well, now, that’s remarkable. You must call Ripley’s immediately.” She jerked her hand so sharply that it slid from his grip. “Excuse me, I am going to my cabin now, and try to get over the shock and displeasure of this most disagreeable conversation.”
“The shock and displeasure…” he muttered. “When did you start spouting all those high priced words? Have you been hanging around a school yard since you’ve been gone?”
She gave him the same sort of narrow eyed look of disdain she so frequently used when thinking about Stephen. “It just so happens I graduated from the University of Washington last year. Is there anything else you must know?”
The look didn’t faze him. “Lots of things. For example, I’d still like to know what brings you back to the Islands? A graduation present?” He sneered the word. He had a good sneer. It was meant to make people shudder.
She shuddered inwardly even as she glanced around. “No, I believe it is a boat.”
“Ship to you, and by God, if you haven’t forgotten how to evade a question.”
“I won a contest, as if that’s any concern of yours. Two weeks cruising the islands of Hawaii.”
“And you took it?” This was the first thing she said that visibly surprised him.
“Why not? All my life I’ve wanted to see Ha-“ she broke off, wondering why she was dignifying this ridiculous accusation with serious answers.
“Again, you mean?” he prompted, nastily. “It must have galled you to be forced off the Islands in the first place, the way you used to strut around as if you owned them all. Well, don’t you worry, Fred. I can arrange for you to stay here a long, long time. I’ll put a wire through to King. I know he’ll be waiting for you at the pier with an army of police, who will cheerfully see you off to jail, where you belong.”
“Jail?” she cried as a young couple strolled past, turning curiously at her outburst. “Jail?” she repeated in a whisper. “What do you mean jail?”
“I don’t know what planet you’ve been hanging out on the last few years, but embezzlement is still illegal in all fifty states,” he told her in a tone that suggested she should be well aware of the fact. “The statute of limitations hasn’t run out on your little caper yet, and your friend Iwo mentioned you several times during his chats in court.”
“Iwo?” she stammered, “I don’t know any Iwo.”
“Well, he knows you. Which is why I can’t understand how you dared show your face anywhere on the Pacific Rim. I mean, Fred, you were never a brain surgeon but you’ve always been smarter than that.”
“Well, go ahead and call the police, Mr. Insect,” she retorted, a bit of her confidence shaken. “And when I show them my identification, then I’ll consider whether or not I wish to sue for wrongful detainment.” She turned away from him with a toss of her head.
“Hey,” he took steps to catch up to her, “are you saying that you can prove that you’re this…this…person you said you are? This Fran Smith?”
She turned back, confidence regained. “Didn’t I just say I could?” The confidence was still fragile, though, and the doubt in his eyes was making it fracture. Her dream come true was starting to look like a nightmare. Maybe that’s what all this is, she thought, a nightmare.
He shrugged. “Anyone can forge a passport or a driver’s license - it’s done all the time, now.”
“Sure in comic books and television shows.” She sighed, exasperated. “Look, just leave me alone before I tell the Captain you’re bothering me.”
He stood back, studying her, somehow not releasing her from his presence. “Well, it’s a job well done…Fran,” he allowed at last. “The attitude, the vocabulary, the look; you look better now than when I saw you last time, and that’s going some.”
“Now, I know you’ve lost your keeper,” she snapped, yet something in her was pleased. His remark was just a line, it was a mistake, it was a lie, it was anything but a genuine compliment, still she didn’t get too many opportunities to hear things that even sounded like compliments, so, for just a moment she pretended he meant every word.
“I’m serious,” he insisted. “You look younger, fresher…I don’t know…innocent.” He nodded in admiration. “I didn’t notice it at first because I was just so shocked to see you again, but I’ve got to say, I like the change in you. King will, too, which may work to your advantage.”
“I couldn’t care less what King thinks of me,” she said loftily. “And my…innocence is most certainly none of your af-business.”
“Of course,” Kirikiti Cricket Royal agreed with that nasty smile. “King would have my head if he thought I was messing in his…business. But don’t play innocent just because you look the part. Even if I didn’t have personal knowledge to the contrary, Elia put paid to that.”
“Elia?” she echoed. Yet another horrible possibility rose up from the ugly swamp of his accusations. “A child.” This whole story was getting as nasty as his smile. She felt a terrible headache coming on, and she winced at the pain.
Cricket’s face darkened angrily at her reaction. “Don’t you try it. Don’t you dare try it.”
She opened her eyes in alarm. “Try what?”
“I can’t believe you’d carry this far enough that you would even claim not to know the only reason King married you in the first place,” he warned. “I could forgive you almost anything but disavowing your own child. I didn’t think even you could sink so low.” He turned on his heel and left her standing there in the gathering gloom, shivering, and knowing she would never again enjoy that view.
Her table partners at dinner were Donna and David, and their fifteen year old son, Chris. She had met them coming aboard. They were typical Middle America - the kind seen in commercials for lawn mowers, minivans and coffee. They were chatty and amiable and had already made Fran promise to take the first excursion with them when they reached the islands. When she got to the table, a little late, and more than a trifle flushed, Donna got motherly at once, fussing over the unflattering color in her cheeks and fever bright eyes. David and Chris, who both stood up at her arrival, ignored her complexion and complimented her on the pale blue dress she wore, David with warmth and sincerity, Chris with the air of someone doing what was expected of him.
“I’m all right,” Fran insisted, after thanking them both. “I guess I’m not quite the sailor I thought I’d be.” She offered them all a pathetic effort at a smile. “And thank you, I made this dress.”
“Really? I didn’t know young girls knew how to sew anymore.” Donna launched into a lengthy complaint about young people, which was probably directed at some current interest of her son’s. Chris and Fran both clenched their teeth and endured.
As dessert carts were wheeled around and exclaimed over, David leaned toward Fran, frowning. “There’s a fellow standing over by the bandstand who seems to be staring at you. No, don’t look around. You probably saw him out on the deck earlier. I saw him watching you then, too.”
“Oh, David, you and your mystery books,” Donna scolded, slipping a plate of chocolate cake in front of Fran. “Don’t pay any attention to him. He reads those horrible detective stories and then goes around looking for crimes and mysterious goings on. David, now just stop it. You’re going to frighten her.”
“Do you mean the guy in the tux and the blue tie, Dad?” Chris was twisted around in his chair to look. “No, Dad’s right, Mom. I saw him talking to Miss Smith earlier. He grabbed her arm.” He grabbed his own forearm to demonstrate. “It looked like an argument.”
Fran settled back in her chair and tried to look amused. Where was that old axiom about children being seen and not heard? “It was a simple matter of mistaken identity,” she explained with a weak laugh, “that’s all.”
“And just what did he mistake you for?” David said, sounding very paternal. Fran imagined her own father would have sounded very similar under those circumstances. At least, she hoped he would have done. “Was he one of those men who go on these cruises to take advantage of single women?”
“Let me go pulverize him, Dad,” Chris offered, rising out of his chair.
“No, no, that’s not necessary,” Fran patted Chris down into his chair. “He mistook me for his sister-in-law, whom I gather he hasn’t seen in some time. Oh,” she forced another laugh, “it was really quite bizarre. It seems she committed a crime and should be in prison and she had abandoned her child and who knows what else.”
“Well, of course you can prove he’s mistaken, can’t you?” Donna looked a little anxious suddenly.
“Oh, of course, if I must,” Fran promised. “This woman must be several years older and-“she stopped as she saw Donna’s face freeze in disapproval. She turned slightly and saw Cricket Royal at her side. “Can’t I even eat dinner in peace?” she snapped.
“It didn’t seem you were eating much.” He had the audacity to draw up one of the empty chairs and sit. “Introduce me to your friends, Fred.”
“Stop calling me that!” She looked to David and Donna for reassurance and finding none, looked to Chris who, upon sizing up Cricket, was no longer willing to pulverize him. He seemed unnaturally big sitting in one of those small dining room chairs. Not ungainly or awkward, just large enough to take on everything that crossed his path, including any truths he did not wish to acknowledge.
He put on a glittering smile for her companions’ benefit. “I’m Cricket Royal,” he announced, “and before you laugh, that name is held in great esteem by my father’s people.” He rose and offered his hand to David. “Everyone knows that a cricket is good luck.”
“I thought you said-“ Fran bit down on her lip. She simply was not going to engage this man any more than she absolutely had to.
His eyes twinkled in amusement as he bowed over Donna’s hand. “A pleasure, madam.” He gave Chris a playful punch. “Some shoulders there, guy. You must play football.”
Chris laughed, mollified. “I’ll be on the varsity team next year.”
“The other teams better watch out,” Cricket allowed, sitting again. “So, how long have you folks known my sister-in-law?”
“Just since boarding,” David said, gruffly.
“But we didn’t realize she was married,” Donna put in, her tone and glance toward Fran full of reproach.
Cricket shook his head regretfully. “It was a bad marriage,” he explained sadly. “I know it’s less painful for her to think of herself as single. That’s why she changed her name.” He smiled almost tenderly at Fran. “I really must be more sensitive about that.”
“Why don’t you go away?” Fran hissed. How dare this lunatic insinuate himself into her life, even in this small way?
“Now, Sis, be a sport,” Cricket cajoled, “you know you were always my favorite.” He looked to David and Donna in appeal. “It really hurt me when she left my brother. I always related so well to her.”
“Do you believe this drivel?” Fran demanded shrilly. “I never met this man before in my life…that is, until he accosted me on deck, earlier.”
“Really?” Cricket’s smile was triumphant as he reached into his breast pocket and produced a billfold. “Then, please, explain this.” He opened the wallet to reveal a yellowed photograph of a large, dark skinned Hawaiian man, a woman and a newborn child, all sitting under a broad leaf palm tree. The woman could have been Fran’s older sister, if not her twin. Could she have such a sibling? Of course not. How could she have a sister and never suspect? That would be right out of one of David’s mystery novels.
“She…she looks very similar to me,” she conceded, pushing the wallet back to him, “but it isn’t me. My hair is much lighter and this woman must be older than I am…” Why am I trying to explain myself to this man, she wondered, and to these strangers?
“But the eyes, Fred, you could never disguise those eyes.” Cricket turned his attention to David and Donna. “Doesn’t she have the most striking eyes you’ve ever seen?” he asked. Once he received a positive response, he handed them the wallet for a comparison.
Donna took the wallet and studied for a moment, showed it to David and looked at it some more. When she looked at Fran again, her eyes were filled with pity. “It must have been a terrible marriage, you poor dear.”
Chris took the wallet, in turn, and studied it, but declined to give an opinion. If anyone at the table, besides Fran herself, had a doubt, it might be that fifteen year old boy.
“She just didn’t understand the ways of my family’s people, and King took his heritage very seriously,” Cricket explained, returning the wallet to his coat pocket. “To tell the truth, some of the tribal rites scared her. My brother is very close to the old traditions and once, when he was half angry at some little thing she had done, and half teasing because she was so easy to tease, he said he was going to offer her as a sacrifice to a god. That scared her right off the Islands.” He shrugged at Donna’s gasp of shock and disapproval. “My brother’s sense of humor was always-hey! Fred, where are you going?”
The story had scared Fred right out of the dining room. Those people were demented to accept his story, and he was insane for telling it. She couldn’t think of anything else but how to get away. Somehow she had to get back home where she was safe and no weird specter of someone else’s evil past could torment her. She’d take the first plane back to the mainland and forget all about the contest.
Out on deck, she staggered against a wall, hand to throat, gulping in air that was colder than she expected, but she was grateful for it. It cooled the fury and fear that burned in her cheeks.
“Just what the hell is the matter with you?” Cricket appeared behind her and grabbed her roughly. “Your friends think you’ve lost your mind.”
“Which is precisely what you want them to think,” she said in a choked whisper. “What’s the matter with me? What’s the matter with you? Do you get your pleasure terrorizing women? You and your stories of pagan gods and-and-“
“Is that what’s bothering you? That I reminded you of your last encounter with King?” He pulled her against him, tightly. “Now you listen to me, Fran. You asked for this treatment and you’re going to get it.”
She had been held like that before, and she struggled with a panic that superseded his reign of intimidation. “For the last time, I am not Fredericka Royal.” The tears began to sting her eyes. “You’ve got to listen to me. You’ve made a mistake. A huge mistake.”
He let her fall away from him, a little. “Let me remind you, little one,” he ground out, “I never make mistakes. I didn’t make a mistake with you the first time, even though it was me you wanted then, not King. And I’m not making a mistake now.” His hold changed subtly. “Although, while we’re on board, there’s no reason why we shouldn’t take up where we left off, is there?” His lips lowered to hers.
His kiss was burning and her struggle was ineffectual as he held her arms pinned to her sides while he mauled her mouth. Never had she been kissed with such thoroughness and determination and an utter lack of respect. Not even her step brother had assaulted her that way. When his thumb began to trace the outline of her breast, her struggling renewed. “No,” she cried, finding strength to tear her mouth from his. “No! You’ve got the wrong idea about me.”
“Do you forget, little one?” his smile was lazy as his dark eyes took her in, “I knew you before King did. I knew you before anyone did. I know everything about you.” His hand slid intimately along her side to rest on her hip. “Everything,” he repeated in a silky drawl.
His touch was hot through the thin fabric of her dress - as hot as his kiss had been. There was something demonic about his face in the cold white light of the moon above them. Fran was not one given to panic, but she recognized little fingers of fear as they curled around her spine. This couldn’t be happening to her. She pulled her hand free and it went to throat as if to aid in her ragged breathing. She looked up at him, her eyes wide, pleading for him to believe her and leave her alone.
Cricket tilted his head back in study of her. “If you’re so afraid of King, why did you come back, Freddie?” he asked softly.
She rubbed her bruised upper arms, where his fingers had dug into her. “I’m not Freddie,” she insisted wearily, “I’m Fran. I won a contest. Look - I’ve got identification, I’ve got letters to prove all this. How old was Freddie?”
His sigh seemed to say ‘very well, I’ll play along for a few minutes’. “She would be…oh, I think she’d be twenty eight by now.”
“There, you see? I’m only twenty three.”
He was unimpressed. “Women are often vain enough to knock a few years from their age as they get older. Although,” he shook his head again, “you’ve done a good job in making it believable.” His hand flicked out to brush a soft brown curl away from her ear. “No dark roots, Fred,” he said, “or is this the natural color?”
She jerked back from his examination. “Of course it is.”
“Huh. King always wondered why Elia had lighter hair than either of-either of you.” For a moment, he seemed flustered. “So, the black hair was a dye job,” he decided. “A good one, though. I never noticed it change.”
“Will you please listen to me?” she begged. “My name is Frances Smith. I was born in Puget Sound. I graduated from University of Washington last year. My mother’s name is Elizabeth Hyatte-“
“Ah ha! You slipped, little one,” he chuckled. “Your mother’s name has always been Elizabeth.”
“Of course it has,” Fran insisted.
He rolled his eyes again. “Freddie’s mother’s name was Elizabeth.”
Fran considered that possibility again and again discarded it. Her mother never hid her frailties, she paraded them. “There are hundreds -thousands of Elizabeths in the world. There might even be millions. It is possible for both of us to have mothers named Elizabeth. Will you please give up this ridiculous pursuit?”
“Oh, no, little one. You know how it is with us. I might not always get along with my brother, but I swore to avenge him, if I could. And besides,” he smiled again, and this smile was the most frightening of all because it twisted around something inside her, “if you turn out to really be this Fran you say you are - which I do not believe for a minute - then I want you for myself. You’re enough like Freddie to stir up some very nice memories in me.” He moved closer, his breath taking all of hers. “Very nice.”
“You’re crazy,” she whispered. “I’m going to the Captain, right now and-“
“Go ahead,” he challenged, “And I’ll tell him the same story I gave your friends. You saw how well it worked with them.”
She couldn’t argue with the success of his performance. She pressed the heels of her hands to her burning eyes. “Oh, dear Lord, why did I agree to this trip?”
“You still haven’t satisfied my curiosity about that point, either.” He laughed easily, almost boyishly. “But,” he bent down and pressed a quick, unexpected kiss to her lips, “it is good to see you again.”
She slapped him, hard enough to make her hand ache. “Don’t you ever do that to me again.”
His face went dark with rage as he gripped her arms and dragged her hard against his body. “Don’t you ever slap me again, little one.”
Fran would not back down now…she couldn’t. “Don’t you ever kiss me again,” she repeated, fiercely.
He relaxed his hold on her but did not release her. “You used to like my kisses, little one.”
“Which merely demonstrates this Fredericka’s appalling lack of taste. Now,” she pulled again and he let her go, “will you let me go back to my cabin?”
He drew a deep breath and released it on a sigh. “All right, all right, Freddie. Run along. Play the game as long as you can. Shall I escort you to your room?”
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