Futures Untold

Chapter Nine

Cheri eyed the gown Jack and Oliver provided with distaste. It was beautiful. It was velvet and brocade and probably about thirty years old, although in very good shape for its age. As an archaeologist, even if she couldn’t recall being one, she appreciated the cut, color and fabric. As a human being she wasn’t remotely going to put it on even if she could figure out how to get it fumigated. “I don’t think so.”

Raised eyebrows met this. 

“It’s that or breeches, love,” Jack told her.

“Breeches it is.”

In spite of their association with Ana Marie, both men looked shocked. Ana Marie, captain of Jack’s second ship, was a slender light chocolate skinned woman with dark hair and liquid dark eyes that softened at the sight of her benefactors. She was also a pirate and thus not constrained to behave or dress as other women did. Cheri was not a pirate. Yet.

“You jest, woman ..” Oliver started.

The hard glitter in her eyes answered him. Nope, she didn’t jest. 

“Breeches it is … “ Jack capitulated. He knew that glitter and he wasn’t about to argue with it. He threw open a trunk and rummaged through it, pulling out lengths of fabric and clothing until he found a small pair of breeches and a shirt to go with them. These he tossed to Cheri. “There.”

“Thank you.” She looked at the two of them expectantly. Just because she wasn’t particularly upset about being naked in a sheet with two men in the room, didn’t mean she had any intention of changing clothes with the two of them standing there. “Not a show, gentlemen. Could I have some privacy to get dressed?”

The sudden confusion on both their faces was wonderful. Oliver actually blushed as he turned and headed out the door. Jack eyed her speculatively before deciding that discretion was the better part, for now. He gave her a cheeky grin and departed, the rumbles in his mid-section finally getting his attention. He headed for the galley and sustenance.

Cheri made sure the door was latched before shedding the sheet and pulling on the clothing. Slender as she was, the breeches were a little loose around her waist. She searched through the scattered fabric for a length to turn into a sash. She considered Jack’s boots wistfully. She wasn’t used to going bare foot on a wooden deck and was not fascinated with the idea of splinters. Still, there didn’t seem to be any help for it as there wasn’t a pair of shoes to be seen in the mess all over Jack’s floor. She had vague memories of shoes that weren’t what either man wore. Flashes of other places flickered through her mind, none staying long enough to examine. Only Jack’s face remained distantly familiar.

She straightened the room, neatly folding and repacking the lengths of fabric and other items into the trunk. The small amount of order thus imposed made her feel better. A sword hilt protruding from under another pile of items attracted her attention. Sliding the blade out of its confinement, she was amazed at the quality of workmanship. The balance was perfect. She tried a couple of inexpert passes. The blade felt good in her hand. All right, if she was to join Jack’s crew, armed was a good idea.

She searched briefly for a scabbard. There was none. She slid the blade carefully through a fold of her sash. She giggled as she considered the rakish figure she must present. Ready to face this largely unknown world, she opened the door and shut it again as the stiff breeze blew her loose hair up around her face. She deftly turned the mass into a long braid and then went to look for Jack and Oliver and food. 

The smell of fish stew drew her to the galley where she found Jack drinking his breakfast while Oliver regarded him fishily. Not that Oliver was eating much of the stew in front of him. Jack grabbed an apple and munched it happily, a devilish little grin playing around his mouth. 

“Must you drink your breakfast?”

“Works, don’t it?”

“Only for so long,” Cheri answered. “The stew … fish stew?” That got a curt nod from the cook. “Fish stew has a lot of protein. It’s better to run on than alcohol.” She helped herself to a bowl of stew, a round of hard tack and sat down after locating a wooden spoon to shovel it down with. “Not bad. Needs something to take the salt edge off.”

“And what would ye be suggestin’?” the cook smirked.

“More potatoes.”

“Oh.”

Conversation lagged as Cheri ate. Oliver worked his way through some more stew. Jack drank, ate a little and headed out on deck to take the wheel from his first officer. To the lee, he could see Ana Marie’s ship following the Black Pearl. He had reservations about this trip, but the crews had voted to go and Jack had said he’d abide by their vote. No matter how much he thought they were wrong headed. No matter how wrong headed he was beginning to think he had been to listen to his partner in this. That was the problem with charming people, they could talk you into things you regretted later. Jack didn’t have a lot of regrets, he smiled at the thought, but he knew there were people who regretted the things he’d talked them into doing. 

He ran his hands lovingly over the wheel and put the thoughts out of his mind. He had a horizon and a treasure to sail to, what more could a pirate ask? What more could any man ask? He resolutely pushed the answers to that question out of his mind. He’d chosen his path long ago and wasn’t about to give it up now.

Cheri and Oliver came out a few minutes later. The double takes were amusing. Jack knew there was something odd there, he just couldn’t put his finger on it. And what was he going to do with her?

Cheri took the looks and whispers in stride. Mr. Grim made his usual comments about women and boats being bad luck. She chuckled as she passed him. “Not nearly the bad luck you’d have if you tossed me overboard and I had to come after you,” she said just loud enough for him to hear her. He paled visibly and went on about his work.

She joined Jack at the wheel, surveying their course curiously. Water, water everywhere, she thought. Water and sky broken only by the sails of the ship companioning them. “So, where are we going?”

He shot her a look. “That way.” He nodded forward. 

She laughed. “And where did we come from? That way,” she answered her own question with a nod of her head aft. “Not real informative this morning, are you?”

“Perhaps we feel ‘tis none of your business,” Oliver said behind her.

“Perhaps I could be more useful if I had more information,” she shot back sweetly, baring her teeth slightly. Beautiful, straight, white teeth that seemed almost too many for her mouth.

“And just what can ye do?” Jack asked, noting the sword tucked through her sash.

“What do you want me to do?” 

That was straight and to the point. A little more straight and to the point than Jack was ready for right now. He stared into her eyes and knew one thing he wanted to do, but this was not the time or the place. Under that direct stare, he felt his face redden slightly. He cleared his throat and resolutely dragged his gaze from hers before he got lost in it. “Can ye steer a ship?”

“Dunno. Got a point to hold?”

He gave her a point and she took the wheel. After a few minutes, it was obvious she could hold a steady course. This allowed Jack and Oliver to go below and check the map to make certain they were still on the right heading. 

“Jack –“

“I don’t know.”

“I didn’t finish my question.”

“I’ve no more idea of where the wench came from than ye do. Twas by myself I went to bed and with her here I awoke. I’ve got no idea where she came from or how she got here than anyone else on this ship has. If I’d no belief in magic, I’d not be sittin’ here talkin’ to ye, as ye be well aware. She’s not yet brought trouble to me, nor – nor do I think she be goin’ to … and ask me not how I be a knowin’ of that … “

Oliver smiled. “All right. I’ll take you’re word that she’s not a problem. For now. If she becomes one ….”

A wolfish grin split Jack’s sun tanned face. “Then we’ll both be knowin’ how to handle it, won’t we?”

“Aye.”

Cheri kept the helm for several hours while Jack and Oliver conferred. She suspected they were napping below as they were both yawning and stretching when they reappeared. Jack took the wheel with a nod, dismissing her to amuse herself as long as she was in no one’s way. She took the time to familiarize herself with the crew. By sundown, she knew the names and positions of all the crew. Having served with Ana Marie as alternating captain and first mate, most of them had no problem with Cheri’s presence on the ship. Her skill at the helm gave her credence among them. Soon enough they would see her other skills in action.

Cheri entered the Captain’s cabin, not having been assigned sleeping quarters elsewhere, to find Oliver frowning over the map. He was unaware of her presence before she spoke. “Looks like you’ve got a map of Inca cities there. Bhopal, Tikal … Headed for the Yucatan?”

“And what would ye be knowin’ of the Yucatan?” His look was blandly dangerous.

She opened her mouth and closed it with a shrug of her shoulders. “About what I just said, apparently. Nasty area. Semi-rainforest. Limestone with a thin veneer of dirt, just enough to scrounge a farming life out of, nothing to write home about.”

“And treasure?”

“You’re kidding? You’re not kidding. What the conquistadors didn’t find and steal, the natives have so well hidden they can’t find it again.”

Oliver laughed at that. “You may be right. But it’s a chance we’ll take.” Gold and glory, it was the oldest story in the book, if she bought it. Something in her measuring gaze told him she wasn’t completely convinced, but she would let him think she was for now. Both satisfied, they turned to other topics of conversation, with Oliver carrying the weight as Cheri’s memory was hazy at best and strange at worst.

Jack stumbled in some time after midnight to fall into bed. He checked to make certain he was alone. Then he wondered where his potentially unwelcome guest was bedded down. A sneeze brought him bolt upright. He lit a candle and looked around. Cheri was tucked into a neat bed near the windows. One sleepy green eye slit open at his unwarranted noise and light. 

“Reassign me tomorrow,” she muttered sleepily. “If anything happens tonight, I’ll have your back. Sleep well.”

Jack accepted her words, put out the candle and settled in to sleep as dreamlessly as possible. Then he frowned and felt a touch of worry. What could happen at sea that he would need someone to watch his back? Answer: Pirates.

As luck and the powers that guide fate would have it, all aboard the Black Pearl and its companion ship were granted a quiet night. Jack awoke to silence. Cheri’s bed had vanished as had the lady herself. He was torn between hope she was gone and worry that she was gone.

As he stepped out on deck his worry and hope were equally dashed. Cheri was sitting on the rail watching the bow wave roll by. The sea sparkled around the ship. The sky was a deep hypnotic blue with only a couple of clouds lazing around in its depths. As she wasn’t particularly needed for anything, Cheri was enjoying the view, the salt air and the freedom.

“Scalawags,” Jack greeted his crew affectionately. He nodded to Oliver who was also enjoying the fresh air and moved to take the helm. The Black Pearl cut through the waters like a living thing under his hands. Time passed in ship board work. Voices were raised in sea chanteys now and again to make the time and the work pass faster. At day’s end they were closer to the Yucatan Peninsula than they had been, but not within sight. Soon, they would see the cliffs and beaches of the alien land they sought. All hands were wondering what they would find there, and if Jack’s luck would hold to bring them home.

