Futures Untold

Chapter 14

The men agreed with Cheri’s estimate of the situation as they began piling gold into the long boats to return to the Black Pearl. They looked back at the dark jungle above the shoreline with muttering, glad to be well out of whatever it was that had happened to them. Jack gave the order and the long boats were shoved into the surf, men clambered aboard and the oars were plied with a will to get them out to the ship.

The trip to the ship was without complication. The men passed the new treasure to the crew aboard. It was stowed away while Jack and Cheri surveyed the horizon for Rivera’s ship. True to their prediction, Rivera had held off attacking the Black Pearl. Now they had a decision to make, run for it and try to get past Rivera’s guns with the least damage, or start the fight themselves.

Oliver and Cheri looked to Jack for a decision, neither of them familiar enough with Jack’s ship to hazard a guess on the best course of action. Jack looked toward Rivera’s ship, then toward the horizon behind it. There were squalls and rough weather brewing on the open sea. To Jack’s mind, it was better to take chances with the weather than with fighting another ship. He had a distaste for getting holes poked in his ship unless absolutely necessary. He turned his telescope up the coast and smiled. He could barely make out the flag of Ana Marie’s ship to the north. 

“Raise anchor! Lay on sail! We’ll give that dog a run for his money! Ready at the guns!” With those orders, the men scrambled to their stations and about their work. Cutting south and then east, they worked to outmaneuver the other pirate and head into the storm before Rivera could make out their plan. No one, not even a pirate, fought in a squall. Jack took the wheel with a grim grin. He ran his hands over the warm wood fondly. She was his ship and together they could work the magic again. After all, he was Captain Jack Sparrow, wasn’t he?

The wind filled the Black Pearl’s sails with a snap and she moved forward, gaining  speed as she cut through the waves. Cheri kept an eye on the enemy. The other ship was set to cut across their bow if possible. It all depended on the wind and the Black Pearl now.

On her own ship, Rivera cursed the Black Pearl and her Captain impartially. Her voice and her whip lashed out at her crew. “Catch me that madman!” she screamed. “I want Sparrow!”

Her second belabored his crew with a belaying pin, shoving and beating the men to their jobs. After days of waiting, the Black Pearl’s sudden taking flight had caught them flat- footed. Rivera’s translator caught some of her rage as well. It should have been several days more before Sparrow returned; Rivera wanted to know what had gone wrong.

“Tell me, old man, or your life ends hear and now, “ she hissed in his face, her hand wrapped around his throat and squeezing.

He fought for air, trying to tell her he could not talk without breath. Just before his world view went black, she released him. He dropped to the deck gasping for breath. “I do not know, Capitalize …. The trip, she is long, uncertain. Death waits at the burial place. Perhaps he did not take the treasure, my Capitaine … perhaps something else happened. The map, she does not talk to me of certainties, save that there is treasure and that it is guarded.”

For a long moment, he read death in Rivera’s eyes, then she smiled. That was, perhaps, worse. “Captain Sparrow has returned, his ship sets sail south … he will cut east before too long. We may have to follow the Sparrow to his nest before we can overtake him. Where is the other ship?”

She stalked out onto the deck, her gaze raking her crew and the eastern horizon. Foul weather was gathering, the kind of weather that always followed Sparrow’s accursed ship. “Guillermo! Can we catch her here?”

“No, Captain. The Black Pearl is too fast, her Captain … too knowledgeable. We can take the other ship …”

“Fool! And why would I want the other ship? There’s nothing on it save a brat of a bitch captain who hardly deserves the name. Follow the Black Pearl. Sparrow will lead us to his hiding place as well as to the treasure he now bears. We’ll have it all!!!!”

A round of agreement and yells greeted her yell. Her crew would benefit as the Captain profited. All was well. Half an hour later, the Black Pearl was swallowed by the foul weather, closely followed by Rivera’s ship. Captain Ana Marie watched the weather close behind the two ships and chose an alternate route to the Isle de Muerte. She prayed Jack’s luck would hold long enough for her to get there.

Cheri shivered on deck, watching to the rear and watching Jack. The idiot was singing some childish song about being really bad eggs. But, the ship following them wasn’t getting any closer yet, so maybe he wasn’t a complete idiot. 

Two days after the storm blew out, with all eyes that were not other wise engaged on ship business, fastened on the ship behind them, Cheri absently pointed out the obvious. “They’re gaining.”

“With the ship taking on water, what did ye expect?” Jack glared at her. The Black Pearl was listing to port, not badly yet, but the hole just above her waterline was not encouraging as they rode the storm swollen swells. The bilge pumps that might have saved them the trouble of working on a slanted deck had been allowed to rot by the ship’s previous captain. After all, what was a little water to the immortal crew? That was another score he’d never get to settle with the black-hearted blackguard. Or, perhaps he had ……  He shook his head to clear it. Four days of running from Rivera should have put them well away from the rapacious pirate wench had that blasted piece of flotsam not been slammed at gale force into the Black Pearl’s flank.

Cheri blinked tiredly at her captain. “Aside from continuing to run to shelter and getting caught there, any ideas, Cap’n honey?” she asked with a chuckle.

He scowled at her, but his lips twitched at the appellation. “That’s Jack to ye, wench,” he shot back, shaking his head. “If the Golden Girl was closer, but the blow’s sent her off course … There’s naught between us and Rivera for now.”

“Except to run .. There’s got to be something …” Cheri’s focus turned inward even as her eyes swept the horizon and Rivera’s ship.

“An y be thinkin’ on it, ye’ll let me know.”

“Aye, aye … Ay-yi-yi-yi … “ She wished she could remember more than the few days she’d spent on this slow moving hulk .. slow? Why did she continue to think of the ship as slow? It was a bird on the wing compared to Rivera’s ship and the Golden Girl, for all her bulk. Yet to Cheri, it was as though they moved through molasses, slow and heavy feeling. She measured their situation again. The guns were useless unless the other ship crossed their sides. Oh, for a rear mounted …..

“Jack!”

He started and turned, eyebrows raised. “Ye’ve an idea, lass?”

“Any way to move one of the cannons to the aft end of the ship?”

“There’s no port …”

She sighed. “I know.”

“Ye’ll be puttin’ another hole in me ship?”

“There are windows in the aft end,” she pointed out gently.

“Aye … Aye! You, you and you, go with her. Get me cannons where I can use ‘em.”

The crew may have thought the captain mad, but they did his bidding as always. Jack Sparrow’s luck was known to pull both him and his crew out of troubles from time to time. Now had best be one of those times.

The men moved and eight and a nine pounder up into the aft deck, just below the Captain’s cabin. There were shutters over the windows on that deck. It pained Cheri to have them break out the glass window panes, but better that than to get shot out of the water. Two hours later, the men and guns were ready.

The first Rivera knew of a problem with this chase was when the distant boom of a cannon was followed by the scream of hot iron shot cutting through the air to rip a hole in the canvas sails above her head and not that far above. A second shot shattered wood as it cut through a bowsprit and the ship’s figurehead. Rivera screamed in anger. How dared that man damage her ship?

“Fire!” she yelled to her ever-ready crew.

“How?”

She backhanded her second-in-command, sending him reeling against a stack of rope to fall to the deck. “I said “fire”,” she hissed at him.

“We are directly behind our quarry, Capitaine, how do you suggest we fire on him?”

Rivera whirled to face the bow of her ship as the hollow boom of cannon fire heralded another incoming round of shot. Her face was livid, mottled purple and red with rage. “Damn that bastard! I want him! I want his head! I will cut out his black heart with my dagger and eat it!” she screamed into the wind and ducked as the shot sailed past her, smashing a hole in the wall of her cabin. The second shot was short, damaging only the remains of the figurehead as it fell into the deep.

Unfortunately, the only way to respond to the Black Pearl’s fire was to turn to one side or the other. To do that would cost time and headway, causing them to fall back in the race to catch the Black Pearl while her hold was full of heathen treasure. Cool-headed calculation over took anger. “Pull in sails. Drop speed.”

Bemused, her crew did as it was ordered, the ship fell back, out of range of cannon fire from the Black Pearl, but not so far back as to lose the quarry. The Captain was a canny one, she was.

On board the Black Pearl, Cheri called a halt to the firing. “She’s out of range. Damn.”

“We hit her.”

“Yeah, but not hard enough. Tough bitch.”

They blinked. It wasn’t that they hadn’t heard the language before, it just seemed so matter of fact in her use of it. “Aye. That Rivera be a tough one, she be,” one of them agreed redundantly. 

Up top, Jack noticed they’d stopped firing. He took a long look at the ship lagging behind him. Rivera’s tactics were good ones. Now, did he go straight for the hideout, or did he head somewhere else, goading Rivera to attack sooner? Neither course of action appealed to him.

Cheri reappeared on deck. “Now that she’s hanging back, could we bucket brigade some of the water out of the bilge and see if we can patch that hole?” 

Jack responded with a cheeky grin and a nod. Damn, that was a woman after his own heart.

