A few blocks further on, the man hailed a hansom cab. It wasn’t what Rebecca was used to, but beggars couldn’t be choosers, could they. She hurried into the cab as he gave directions. He climbed in and closed the door as the cab lumbered forward. Rebecca became very aware of her state of dress or lack thereof. She could not recall being this close to another human being and this undressed since she was a very small child and her nanny had dressed her.

She corrected that with a mental shake. Her Great Aunt Hermione’s dresser had, of course seen her thus clad as had her own maid while she was in her Aunt’s home. She smiled as she recalled how hard it had been to deal with having someone in the room while she dressed. She still wasn’t completely used to the audience, so to speak, but both the maid and the dresser were so impersonal about the situation that they might have been moving furniture. This was different. She was uncomfortably aware of the man as he sat opposite her.

“Do you have a name? I’d like to know who to thank when I’m finally safe.” She could sense his grin. He was taking pleasure in her discomfort.

“Good way to word it, luv.”

“Would you please stop calling me that!”

“I’ve no name to put to ye, lass,” he pointed out reasonably.

“Rebecca. Rebecca Fogg.”

“Fogg. I’ve heard the name before.”

“There are a number of members of the family. Perhaps you met one?”

“Perhaps.” He regarded the darkness where she sat for a long moment. “Jack,” he finally broke that silence. “Cap’n Jack Sparrow, at yer service.”

For a moment, she had a vision of him in century old garb sweeping a feathered tricorn hat off his head in a courtly bow. The vision was immediately replaced with one of him straightening and clapping the hat back on his head with a cheeky grin. She wished Phileas were here to tell her what to make of the man. His judgment of people was so – so spot on. It occurred to her that half of the problem with being presented was the lack of her brother’s presence.

She sniffed. Jack cocked is head in inquiry, knowing full well the girl couldn’t see him. “Feelin’ blue?”

“What? Oh, no,” she denied immediately. She shivered inside his coat, the overwhelming fright of her experience suddenly coming very much to the fore. “I – “ she gulped back a shuddery breath that threatened to become a sob. “I just … I wish my brother was here,” she ended on a forlorn note.

“Good man to have about in a fright, is he?”

“He’s very – comforting. My Aunt is going to be so angry.” Tears welled up in her eyes and refused to be blinked away. She was aware of Jack shifting over to the seat beside her. She knew she should have shrunk away from the arm he put around her shoulders, but it felt much more comforting than threatening, so she put her arms around him and just held on for a few minutes. Jack was solid and real and was not threatening her virtue or anything else. She leaned her head against his chest, her ear pressed to his vest over his heart. He was really very comforting.

She stayed there, calming down for several minutes. Then it occurred to her that there was something she wasn’t hearing. She listened very hard. It still wasn’t there. Slowly, she straightened up until she thought she was probably face to face with him. She could feel the brush of his cool breath against her skin. The moonlight broke through the uncovered window of the cab and she drew back in shock.

Where she had seen the strong, attractive face by candlelight, there leered a skull. Thin, lank locks of hair fell around the bones and rotting flesh. The only things alive were his eyes. There was a mocking look those. She stifled a scream in her throat. His arm was still resting on her shoulder and he made no move as she reacted.

“Interesting, ain’t it?” his rich voice asked in an almost disinterested tone. 

The moon fled behind more cloud cover and blackness descended again as the cab drew to a halt. He removed his arm from her shoulder so he could turn and open the door. He stepped out, turning and offering her a hand. In the flickering torchlight she could see him again and he looked perfectly normal. She took a deep breath, released it and accepted his assistance out of the cab. 

He released her hand and went to pay the driver. As he stepped away, her jaw dropped. Nestled in an open area was the most unbelievable thing she’d seen, except maybe his skeleton trick. It looked something like a ship, a sleek, slender ship, but it was surmounted by odd towering spike looking things and then a network of woven ropes holding a half inflated balloon. The area was lit by several dozen torches giving the whole a golden glow. It was magnificent and surreal at the same time.

“What is that?” she asked as the cab drove away.

“That? That’s the Aurora,” he answered nonchalantly as he held out his hand to her again. She took it and allowed him to lead her toward the vehicle.

As they approached, the door opened and Passpartout looked out. He scowled at Jack before he took in the condition of his companion. “You are rescuing the distressing damsels again,” he greeted Jack as he waved them in. “I am being Passpartout.”

“Fogg. Rebecca Fogg,” she responded automatically. The name seemed to mean something to him. She didn’t have a chance to ask what before she was swiftly ushered into a well appointed bath area with thick Turkish towels and scented bath water at the perfect temperature. There was even a water closet of the most modern construction.

“You are being comfortable and having new clothing when you are done. I am bringing food to Captain Sparrow and to you when you are finished becoming more comfortable, yes?”

“Yes. Thank you.”

With that, he vanished out the door, pulling it closed behind him. Then he knocked. She opened the door curiously. He handed her a key. “Privacy being ensured, yes, Miss Fogg?”

She rapidly blinked back the tears that started in her eyes and nodded with a grateful smile. “Thank you. I won’t be long. I promise.”

“Missy taking as long as she is needing, yes? Food is being prepared. Call Passpartout if Missy is needing anything.”

She locked the door and turned to face the tub. Hot water. It steamed gently lifting scents of lavender and spice. As she stripped slowly out of Jack's coat and her own things, she began to cry. By the time she was seated in the hot water, soaking out the chill and aches of the last couple of days, she was sobbing as quietly as she could. Finally, with a gasping gulp, she plunged her head under the water to see if she could break the cycle. As she surfaced, it worked. She was still upset and frightened, but she was calmer. The water felt wonderful. The soap was nicely scented. As the water cooled and she cleaned up, she found she was feeling better. She dried off, inspecting the bruises left by her recent problems. 

 

There was a dressing gown and some definitely feminine undergarments, along with an embarrassing nightgown. Rebecca picked up the lacy item and shook it out. She found she wasn't the least embarrassed by the revealing item as she slipped it on. Then she pulled on the quilted dressing gown and unlocked the door. 

While Rebecca was bathing and easing her emotional turmoil, the master of the Aurora returned to find Jack Sparrow sitting in front of his fire and downing tankard after tankard of rum in a vain attempt to get drunk.

“Still not working?”

“What do you think?"

“I think I know where the chest is.” The look Verne got was unreadable. Verne thought it was probably because Jack was not certain about his own reactions to the news. 

“Where?” Jack’s voice was husky.

“Gregory.”

Jack downed the rest of his drink and tossed the glass into the fire. “Fat lot of good that does me. I ain’t tanglin’ with that one.”

“You already have.”

For just a moment, the deadly thing Jack could be flickered in his dark chocolate gaze. Then it was gone and he was the devil-may-care person Verne usually had problems with. “Then I’ll be off. Ta.” He saluted him with a wry grin and headed for the door. He turned abruptly as Passpartout entered with food. He inhaled deeply. “Dinner sounds good.”

“You can’t even taste it.”

“I can smell it,” Jack countered.

Verne smiled. “So you can.” He turned to look at the red haired young woman joining them. “And you must be Rebecca Fogg.” His dark eyes twinkled as he looked her over. From the wealth of red hair falling about her shoulders and down her back to the elegant pale feet peeping out from beneath the hem of the dressing gown she was lovely. She held herself erect with a regal look, in spite of the traumas of the past few days and finding herself in the presence of three men in her nightdress. 

“Yes. I’ve met Passpartout and Captain Sparrow. You are?”

“Jules Verne. Writer, poet, playwright …” He bowed as he took her hand and kissed it in the most debonair of continental manners.
