Futures Untold

Chapter Eleven

As they left the storeroom, Kit broached the subject of John’s dislike of Jack. Not getting an answer, she went on to trying to get an understanding of the curse. “So, if I am getting this correctly, the stone chest holds tribute given to Cortes to stop his onslaught on the Aztec Empire. It didn’t work. Legend has it the Aztec gods, being an awfully black and white lot, as well as bloody handed, cursed the gold. Maybe yes, maybe no. I’ve never met a god, personally. The curse is real. Whoever takes gold from the chest …”

“Cannot die, but isn’t really alive, either,” Jack supplied softly.

“Undead, essentially.”

John snorted. “You expect me to believe –“

Kit gave him a look that stopped his objection. “Ok, to probably misquote, there are more things in heaven and earth, John Sparrow. My aunt is what my mom calls a weirdness magnet. Ghosts .. although in this case, I met Jack first … cyber crazies, energy aliens, and the odd assortment of assassins, clones, would be world conquerors, gypsies, tramps and thieves ……. You kinda get the picture? A little thing like a treasure, a ghost and a curse is minor where we’re concerned.”

“And him?” he jerked his head toward Jack. “What? He’s been around for …”

“No!” Jack’s denial was emphatic. Jack wondered at his own need to deny having been around for the approximately two hundred years since his … death. He still had a hard time dealing with that word in connection with himself. “Not  … “

“Jack was a ghost,” Kit inserted helpfully.

“A ghost? Damn solid for a ghost.”

“Was a ghost,” Kit emphasized. “Apparently he died trying to grab a coin and get it out of the chest.”

John snorted again. “Trying to cheat death.”

Jack looked affronted. “My crew ……” he started through gritted teeth. 

“I’m sure Jack had a good reason for what he was attempting. Unfortunately, it didn’t work exactly right. Jack – died with his hand still in the chest. The curse seems to be very specific in this area. The coin must be removed from the chest. In Jack’s case, he intended to remove the coin, but didn’t because he couldn’t. Then we came along and completed the action for him.”

John looked the pirate up and down. “Well, at least he’s not a moldering, walking corpse.”

“Catch me by moonlight, whelp,” Jack shot back.

“Would you not call me names?”

“Keep a civil tongue in your head. Who was your mother --- the lass ye think  … that’s bloody tangled, ain’t it?”

“Elaine Everard Sparrow,” John answered the question of his ancestry. That should get some sort of reaction.

It did. Jack stopped and stared at the man. “Elaine … ?” His mouth curved into a smile that broke into laughter. John and Kit both stared at Jack in turn. He was leaning on the hallway wall laughing until he practically cried. “Sorry, mate. Poor Elaine. Spent all her time being reviled for marrying a scalawag for all the wrong reasons ……”

“What is so amusing about that?” John was deadly quiet coming to the defense of his ancestor.

“The whelp wasn’t mine, bucko. Ye be no get of mine.”

“What?”

Jack laughed again, but there was a tinge of sorrow to it. “Poor gel fell for a pretty face and a pretty uniform. Geoffrey Ward. He promised … “ Jack’s face darkened. He wasn’t above seduction, but his had always been honest. If he wanted a girl, he wanted her to want him, not some promise he’d no intention of keeping. “He told her he loved her, told her he’d marry her when he got back. Only he didn’t come back. He died. Stupidly. He was thrown from a horse while on parade. Idiot spurred his horse when he shouldn’t have. Broke his neck.”

“Nice story. Marry her to save her name?” There was derision in John’s voice.

Jack met his gaze squarely with that odd streak of honesty that occasionally surfaced in him. “I was leaving. Didn’t matter to me what people thought. I’d already been in a spot of trouble.” There was that cheeky grin again. “But it mattered to her. She was beside herself when she realized what she’d done for that fool. Too good for him by half, but never know a sheltered gel to have half the sense a doxy is born with.”

“Uh, Jack, why you?” Kit asked.

The dark eyes warmed with memory. Elaine was never a woman to him, but always the friend of his younger sister. He shied from the pain of his sister’s unfortunate loss and shrugged his shoulders. “She .. I just did.”

“You gave her your name. You left. Didn’t you ever check back?”

Her gave a look that asked what kind of a man did she think he was. “She died.”

John cleared his throat. “She died in childbirth, Miss Elkins.”

“Actually, Miss Elkins is my mother. We’re a little less concerned with legitimacy these days. And before you ask, he died, messily, long before Mom knew I existed.”

“So, what is your name?”

“Kitrin Elkins Anderson.”

“Miss Anderson, then.”

“Kit. I’m not too great on formality except when I absolutely have to be. So, Elaine died … something over two hundred years ago giving birth to a baby that wasn’t Jack’s and you’re still holding a grudge?”

“I didn’t know it ….” John broke off his defense of his dislike of Jack. “All right, it may seem a trifle extreme, but the family was adamant in its dislike of  …”

“Having a pirate in the family,” Jack offered. “Especially one who didn’t bring his ill gotten gains home, so to speak,” he finished dryly.

John looked offended for a moment before a rueful grin curved his own mouth upwards. He nodded his agreement. “I’m beginning to think that was exactly it when you consider the fuss that’s been made over the treasure Miss Elkins found,” he admitted. “She could have cleared your name before she died,” he muttered.

“Ye forget, a gel’s good name was about all she had. A fun time and that was gone. Some could have held their head high and gone on with it, but Elaine’s family was demmed straight-laced, laddie.”

John struggled with this for a moment and admitted the truth of what Jack was saying. Today an out of wedlock child was disappointing, but not entirely unexpected. Even “well brought up” young women chose to experiment and then deal with the consequences on their own, without the father if necessary and very little censure was heard. Three hundred years ago a woman could be legally turned out of the house with nothing more than the clothes on her back if her family was angry enough about her indiscretion, or worse and no one would lift a hand to help or deny the family’s righteous wrath. The phrase “no better than she should be” came to mind abruptly.

“They’d have disowned her?”

Jack nodded. “Not a pretty option for a gel just out of the school room, as the saying goes. I does the pretty, she tearfully tells the tale, it’s all right ‘n tight. She’s an honest, abandoned woman and the whelp has a name .. the wrong name, but a name.”

“Obviously, you weren’t a big, bad pirate yet,” Kit inserted with a grin.

“Not yet,” he agreed. “But I was well on me way, darlin’. Had a ship,” the dreamy look he always got when he spoke even obliquely about the Black Pearl came into his eyes. He sighed. “She was a beautiful thing.”

“She is a beautiful thing,” Kit corrected him.

“Aye.”

“Anyone else starving to death?” Both men looked at her curiously. “So, I missed breakfast …”

Jack pointed out that Cheri had fed him, fully. What he really wanted, he discovered, was a bath. That was an easy wish to fulfill. While Kit and John went to get a bite to eat, Jack could shower or soak to his heart’s content. There was a lavish bathroom, complete with sunken whirlpool tub just off Cheri’s office.

“She tends to live wherever she’s working when she’s really intent,” Kit explained. “So, comfortable couch and a respite from the world bathroom.” She showed Jack how to work the spigots that fed hot water into the tub. “Leave your clothes outside the door and I’ll bring clean for you. I won’t make them disappear, I’ll just have them cleaned,” she promised when she saw his doubtful look. Cheeky beggar, she thought as he grinned at her. They left him to the steamy hot water. 

Once they were gone, Jack sat and watched the tub fill for a few minutes. The room was warm, muggy like a tropical night. Glass bottles on the floor near the rim of the tub caught his attention. Opening them, he discovered scented salts to be dumped into the water. One smelled of spice and brought back memories of a hot bath on shipboard. He poured some of the contents into the water and swirled it around with one hand. The scent of cinnamon and nutmeg filled his head. 

He stripped out of his clothes and lowered himself into the tub, finding a comfortable place to sit and soak the grime and dirt of centuries off his body. He looked down at himself. The scars of his life were still there. Gunshot scars, pirate brand, he eased his shoulders and could feel the pucker and give of the whip scars across his shoulders, all of them still there. Three hundred years ………. Damn that was a long time.

He relaxed back against the side of the tub and drowsed, letting his mind wander. The heat and scent were not as satisfying as he’d have liked, but that was to be expected given the curse. He remembered a bath a long time ago. Similar scents, soft hands …. Cheri. His eyes flew open as memories came back full force. Cheri had been on his ship. Only she hadn’t remembered her own name at the time. Am .. Amn … Amn . something … what the hell had she called it? Amnesia, that was it. Total loss of conscious memory, she’d had. 

Cheri on his ship, in his cabin …. In his …. His mind boggled a bit there. He took a breath and faced the fact that the curse had done something very odd where Cheri was concerned. His mouth quirked up in a smile. Well, immortals and curses could make things a bit dicey, couldn’t they? He settled back into the water and his memories.

