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        This book is a work of fiction.

        Names, characters, places and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual people, (living or dead) events or places is entirely coincidental.
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        "Courage, endurance and luck. Forged by fire and will, a young nation defied the odds and won."

      

      

      

      A special thanks to Arcadian Books in New Orleans, who sent me home with two fantastic reference books on the Battle of New Orleans:

      Edited by Smith, Gene A. A British Eyewitness to the Battle of New Orleans, The Memoir of Royal Navy Admiral Robert Aitchison 1808-1827. Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1999. Print

      Lacarrière Latour, Arsène, Edited by Smith, Gene Allen. Historical Memoir of The War in West Florida and Louisiana in 1814-15 with an Atlas. New Orleans: The Historic New Orleans Collection, 2004. Print.

      

      
        
        The battle of New Orleans is a fascinating study.

        Close to 4,500 Americans faced off against nearly 15,000 battle-hardened British troops (this number fluctuates, depending on the source). The British lost 2,000 men. The United States casualties were around 100. In all practicality, the Americans should have lost this battle. If it wasn't for the multitude of calamities that befell the British, the American forces probably would have been decimated. The characters in this novel are indeed fictitious, but have been placed in many scenes that actually occurred during the fight for control of the Mississippi. Some of those characters became instigators of a few of those calamities, for the readers' enjoyment and entertainment.

      

      

      
        
        Additional factual information on the Battle of New Orleans can be found here:

        http://www.history.com/news/6-myths-about-the-battle-of-new-orleans-3

        http://www.history.com/topics/battle-of-new-orleans

        http://battleofneworleans.org

        http://www.knowla.org
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        My grandmothers were amazing cooks.

        So, of course both my parents became amazing cooks as well.

        It’s the kitchen, isn’t it…where families gather, memories are made and stories told?

        It's with deep gratitude that I dedicate this book to my family.

        To my grandmothers, Dollie Flowers and Madeline Holbert,

        and my parents who taught me the importance of family time spent together.

        To Tess, Cole and Cade: remember our family gatherings.

        Tuck them safely in your heart.

        They'll become more even more precious over time.

        I love you always

        (And after that).

        ~CAF~

        Be sure to check out the Creole Jambalaya recipe at the end of the book!
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        Download the first Hearts of Adventure book FREE! Click here.

      

      

      
        
        Dearest Reader,

        As always, I have left a gift for you at the end of the book. The recipe for New Orleans Creole Jambalaya is one of my favorites. If you enjoy this book, please consider leaving a review and loaning it to your friends. It means a lot to writers when you do!

      

        

      
        Thank you from the bottom of my heart for reading!

        Fondly,
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        "We will expel the invader from every spot on our soil, and teach him, if he hopes for conquest,

        how vain it is to seek it in the land of freedom."

        ~General Andrew Jackson
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        Saint Maria Abbey, Jamaica

        November 1814

      

      

      Eva sprang from her cot before the abbey bell’s metallic echo faded. Living in the back alleys of New Orleans, sleeping in doorways, listening to drunks retch in the street, avoiding toe-nibbling rats and feral dogs, all forced her to learn how to jerk awake at the slightest sound, the tiniest movement.

      Things were different now. While she no longer crept in the shadows, she was still hiding. The nuns at the Ursuline Convent had lifted her from that horrid life nine years ago, taught Eva how to be a healer, then sent her on a mission to the Jamaican abbey.

      The bell’s sharp ring sounded again. No time for shoes. November weather made them less of a necessity here than in New Orleans this time of year. The air was thick and hot, even at night.

      She dragged her hair away from her face, and her fingers brushed the ragged scar on her cheek. She threw an open-sided tunic over her robes, then drew up the hood, thankful for the way it kept her marred face in shadow.

      An urgent fist thudded on the entry door. Her heartbeat quickened. The back of her neck tingled, as it always did when danger approached. She shook it off. This was not unusual. As the abbey’s healer, nighttime visitors asked for her most often. In most cases, it was a frantic family member assisting a woman in labor. Little babes rarely picked convenient times to make an entrance. She lit a lantern and ran, bare feet flying across the cool stone floor.

      Eva gripped the handle and tugged open the thick wooden door, barely managing to step back fast enough to protect her toes before a massive figure swooped toward the threshold. A determined boy shadowed him, casting worried glances at the child in the man’s arms.

      “I need Sister Eva.” His voice was low and taut, like twine tightly stretched between two posts. His bulk spanned the doorway. She tilted her head up and lifted the lantern. She’d  not yet taken vows, but decided not to correct him.

      Intense gray eyes glittered in the light. Short, black stubble covered his chin and jaws, along with several small scars, including one angling up from his eyebrow to his forehead.

      Blade marks.

      The scars indicated this man was a fighting man. The dark brooding aura suggested he was a brigand, pirate or privateer, which explained the tingle on the back of her neck earlier. Long ago she learned to listen to those signals. Still... something about him seemed almost familiar. Did she dream about this encounter?

      Even scarred, he had a handsome face in a rugged, roughly cut way. Near-black curls poked free of the crumpled collar of his coat, which he’d apparently thrown on in haste. He had the aura of a man of power and order; making the turned collar incongruous. Her fingers itched to flip it back and straighten it.

      Although her perusal took less than two seconds, he made an impatient sound, and she found her voice. “I am Eva.” She directed her attention to the child. She was a young girl, maybe ten or eleven years of age. Flushed face, long nearly black hair stuck to her cheeks and neck. She was fevered, always a bad sign, no matter the climate.

      He tilted his head, more to indicate himself than in deference to her position. “I’m Drago Viteri Gamponetti. I require your help. You are a healer, yes?”

      She bristled at his tone. He required help, not needed it or asked for it. It was an order expecting compliance. Military? His accent suggested Spanish heritage, although it was likely Italian. It most certainly was not French. Dark eyes glowered at her. She gripped the door tighter and glanced at the limp body in his arms. Fevers were never easy to banish. Had he arrived in time for her to save the child? What would he do to her if she failed?

      “Yes, I am a healer.” Her voice almost didn’t tremble. Sister Beatrice usually rose at the bell to assist. Even if the older nun was slow and arthritic, she was helpful. Too bad the woman had complained about an ache in her knees and asked for a sleeping draught this evening. Eva was on her own.

      He shifted the girl, then shouldered his way past her into the foyer without waiting for her to invite him inside. He kicked the door shut behind him hard enough to rattle the leaded window frame, and she jumped like a skittish rabbit.

      The man’s impatient expression bordered on disgust. “This child needs immediate consideration. She’s caught a fever, and it’s lingering.” His voice was clipped, dark eyebrows lowered. “There are red patches on her arms, as well. You are a healer, so get to work.” His voice rumbled like an approaching storm. He lifted the girl higher, almost as if to dump her into Eva’s arms. The muscles in his cheek jumped, and his glare told her that if his large hands hadn’t been otherwise occupied, he would have used them to grip her shoulders and shake her into compliance.

      Eva turned on her heel. “This way.” She hurried to the first empty chamber and gestured to the pallet. “Put her here and let me examine her.” She placed the lantern on a squat table near the bed. The man settled the lifeless child, careful to avoid any jerky movements. The scent of the sea, tobacco and leather surrounded her as he looked over her shoulder while she pulled away the blanket.

      She glanced toward the corridor. It would have been helpful if one of the other sisters had awakened. She was the only healer in the abbey. Since Beatrice attended her most times, it gave the others a convenient reason to roll over and go back to sleep.

      Breathe.

      Releasing a quivering breath, she pressed her palm on the girl’s cheek and resisted the urge to spin and run for Sister Beatrice. The gentleman’s thick-lashed eyes flicked around the room, then back to her. She liked to believe she had a stronger constitution than most women, but something about him, beyond his brusque manner, raised the goose flesh on her arms, and she had an uneasy notion this man brought darkness with him.

      You’re not a superstitious ninny.

      Her responsibility as a healer forced her attention back to the child, who let out a soft whimper.

      “When I returned home, I was told she’d been out in the sun and bade her come inside, which she did, but perhaps she stayed out too long?” Gamponetti whispered in her ear, her heart stammering as his warm breath heated her neck. The hopeful tone that should have accompanied the words was missing, in its place one more commanding.

      He stood too close. Waves of heat crashed into her back. She released a slow breath to calm her pulse and ran her hands over the girl’s cheeks and arms. Both were on fire.

      “Did she complain of pain elsewhere—her ears, stomach, or head? Was she bitten by a spider? A jellyfish? Did she brush up against a vine with fine, thin thorns?” Fever caused by a sting or a bite was easier to treat than one generated by a more serious sickness.

      “She didn’t complain about anything to me.” The man straightened and shot a thunderous look to the boy hovering nearby. “Julian, did she say anything to you?”

      “No, captain, she didn’t say she felt poorly or was bit.” Peering at the girl, the boy grasped her limp hand.

      Captain. Perhaps the man was indeed military. He certainly carried himself like a commander, shoulders back, chin up, legs braced. A ship’s commander.

      Focus!

      Julian pushed up her sleeve to expose several angry patches. “When she returned from fishing with Manuel, she had big pink spots on her arms. She said they burned.”

      “They look like burns,” she murmured. What caused red blotches besides heat? Too much sun, as the captain had suggested, but the heat and redness wouldn’t move beyond the exposed area, confirming the girl had a fever.

      She turned her attention to the youth. “What day did she go fishing?” Julian looked to be about eleven or twelve. He might be a powder boy for one of the British vessels gathering in Negril Bay.

      He flipped his fingers, counting. “Four days ago.”

      Four days ago, following a storm that had blown through. Jamaica had an odd, highly toxic tree—the Manchineel tree. Stepping on the fruit had caused her problems in the past. Some of the juice had seeped through the hole in her shoe and burned her foot. After a rain, even water dripping off the fruit and leaves can burn the skin. That explained the burns, but not the fever.

      “Has her appetite been normal? Has she kept her food down?”

      “Yes,” both answered.

      Eva reached for a nearby pitcher, which forced the captain to step away. Thanks to the early morning rain, they’d been able to collect an acceptable amount of fresh rainwater. Otherwise, if they wanted drinkable water, they had to trek the three miles to the caves where an underground spring flowed into a small cavern pool in the side of the bluffs. The cave water was crisp and cold, a blessing in this tropical climate of smothering heat and humid air.

      Hoping to rouse the child, Eva dampened a cloth and placed it on her forehead. Pale eyelids twitched, and she moaned softly. “What’s her name?”

      “Jacqueline. She’s my twin sister.” The small Adam’s apple in Julian’s throat bobbed up and down. He darted worried glances between Eva and Jacqueline.

      Both males breathing down her neck made it impossible to focus. “Leave me a moment if you please, so I may examine her for any wounds or stings.”

      The man and boy departed, and Eva pushed up the girl’s skirts and examined her legs, unfastened her dress and peeled it away from her heated body, checked her belly and back.

      Nothing.

      The child’s long, dark hair clung to her forehead and neck in an untamed, knotted mass.

      Eva’s stomach twisted. If she couldn’t determine the reason for the fever, she couldn’t attempt to treat it. She learned that much as an apprentice of the Ursuline nuns’ healer.

      Probing Jacqueline’s throat with her fingers revealed no lumps. She didn’t labor to breathe. Eva pushed her belly, looking for anything hard or abnormal. The girl moaned. She caught her breath, shifted her hands to the girl’s left side, pushed again and received the same response. Perhaps her stomach or bladder caused the illness. If her appetite had been normal, then it was probably her bladder or young womb. The knot in Eva’s belly tightened further. Not easy things to heal.

      She gave her shoulder a gentle shake. “Jacqueline? Can you wake up?”

      The child’s long black lashes twitched, and she mumbled something incoherent.

      “Mon enfant, can you open your eyes a moment and talk to me?” The girl’s eyelids fluttered. Hope blossomed in Eva’s chest.

      The young girl opened her eyes. “Are you an angel? Am I in heaven?” she whispered, her glassy, fevered eyes widening.

      Hallucinations, no doubt. Eva smiled and shook her head. Since she dressed as a novice nun, her robes were white. “I’m a healer at the abbey in Port Royal. Tell me where you feel the most pain.”

      The girl moved her hand to the center of her abdomen. “I spotted blood—”

      “Where? When?”

      “When I... relieved myself... it was pink,” Jacqueline’s whisper wavered.

      The bladder must be the origin of the fever. A tea would help the girl. Thankfully Miss Kalia, the old Obeah healer who lived in a hut in the jungle, had tutored Eva to use Jamaica’s healing plants. She could treat this ailment.

      Miss Kalia. She was the reason for the uneasy feeling when they arrived earlier.

      The old woman had approached Eva while shopping at the market, the first week she arrived in Jamaica, nearly five years ago. Pointed out different local roots and herbs needed for healing. Eva often wondered how the woman knew she was a healer. None of the sisters dared look the Obeah woman in the eye.

      Shortly after their awkward meeting, Kalia started with the premonitions.

      People who weren’t from the island called the old Obeah woman a white witch, and they were careful not to raise her ire in case she was a black witch, as well. A slight chill skittered across her shoulders. The woman’s gifts sometimes made Eva uncomfortable.

      Especially the visions.

      Kalia’s latest premonition had been even more unsettling, and Eva had driven it from her thoughts until now.

      “A dark-hearted mon wit a sick girl-child ‘bout to cross you path. Him be drawn to de light in you. You light—it might can save him, but be warned. Him dark is strong. Him dark desire yearns to draw you into him doomed shadow.”

      Eva shook the black musings from her mind, and yet again returned her focus on Jacqueline. The next step was clear. They must cool her fevered body and should leave for the caves right away. She sent a prayer of thanks for the luminescent full moon, and ask God for His protection and healing touch. Just that brief moment of intent introspection and meditation soothed her.

      Unfortunately, a trip to the caves meant a trek through the jungle at night with the “dark man” from Kalia’s premonition. She reached for the door and hesitated. Sister Beatrice could join them.

      Except… the cart wasn’t very big, and the old mule could barely haul it empty. The path there with three adults and two children would be too taxing for the creature.

      Eva drew in a lungful of air and released it, searching again for calm. If she were to help the child return to good health, she’d need ingredients for the tea.

      Eva picked up the lantern and opened the door to find the captain pacing the hall like a panther in a cage. As he spun toward her, his coat lifted enough to reveal a dark red, silk lining, a brace of pistols and a long gleaming sword. In two strides, he was in front of her.

      His eyes locked on to hers in the dim light.

      Piercing.

      Intelligent.

      Cunning.

      His shoulders relaxed slightly, which meant he read her expression. Sensed her confidence. He was very calculating, indeed.

      Pirate. Definitely a pirate. So much for actively avoiding the more insidious tendrils of humanity. She’d met a few pirates in her youth. Some had been ruthless and thirsted for violence. Others less so. Still, all lived by the same code, the same rules, creating a loosely woven net of frayed order.

      Chances were, her novitiate robes alone would do little to protect her among such men. Her value as a healer, however...

      She raised her chin. “I believe I can heal the sickness with a special tea, but first we must take her to the caves to cool the fever.” Her voice echoed in the chamber; she’d spoken a bit louder than she intended. She gestured toward the barn. “If you and Julian go to the stables and hitch the cart to the mule, we can leave right away.”

      Captain Gamponetti nodded, whirled and withdrew, taking his shadows with him, the boy once again bobbing at his heels like a juvenile duckling.

      The tingling on the back of her neck returned.
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      The silent, brooding Captain Gamponetti with his storm cloud eyes and catlike grace settled Jacqueline and Julian in the back of the cart, then handed Eva up to the bench. She tried not to flinch at his touch. Instead, she propped her sack of herbs and salves between her feet while he sat in and gathered the reins, giving them a flick of his wrist to spur the old mule into motion.

      She’d roused Sister Beatrice long enough to inform her of their planned trip to the caves. Eva shot a sideways glance at the man next to her, a mountain of muscle and bone. At least if she didn’t return, the sisters would know where to search for her body. While she had no true outward cause to be so wary (other than his presence and Kalia’s premonition) remaining cautious was more for self-preservation than anything. Truly, the fellow merely delivered words and sentences in a crisp, terse manner. Still...

      Stop it.

      Those ominous statements only added to this discomfiture. Allowing them to churn in her mind didn’t help at all. Her duty was to treat and heal the girl. But even so, she’d be on her guard every moment.

      Eva pulled the hood lower over her head. Keeping her scarred face in the shadows came instinctively for her. The hoods and veils were less to protect herself these days. She’d learned if she kept her scars hidden, it saved others from being affected by the sight. Their reactions no longer surprised or mortified her like they once did. Just a numbing punch to the gut.

      Children cried.

      Ladies spoke in hushed whispers as they stared from behind their fans. “What a horrible thing to happen to a young girl. I wonder how she was maimed.”

      “It’s likely she’s a prostitute. I’ve been told older women in a brothel will attack and scar the younger ones, so they don’t steal their customers.”

      “Oh, how do you know she’s a...a...”

      “No chaperone, no protector, what else would she be?”

      Five summers ago, the young man who’d promised love, marriage and a life outside the convent, had recoiled in horror when she finally found the nerve to remove the veil. He soon disappeared and left her with a shattered heart. The malicious, bloody shards still jabbed at her lungs when she allowed the memories to invade. Long ago she’d accepted the fact she was too damaged for any kind of romantic relationship. Hugo, in a drunken rage, had seen to that.

      At least now she had value. Aside from God, her friendship with Sister Beatrice was as close as she would ever get to love.

      “Are you expecting the waters to heal the girl?” The captain’s dubious tone broke the quiet, startling her.

      Another quick glance revealed a grim set to his jaw. The healer in her wanted to ease his worries and keep him calm by any means possible. The rest of her wanted to shake bells and shout warnings to the villagers.

      Fighting the unease as best she could, she kept her voice soothing. “The cave waters are cool and will reduce her fever, which I suspect comes from her bladder. She must drink a medicinal tea and a lot of it over the next fortnight, to dispel the sickness.”

      He shifted on the hard wooden seat, shoulders tight and coiled. “Have you healed someone with this type of infirmity?”

      “Of course—”

      “Did the treatment work? Did they live?”

      “Capitaine Gamponetti, I may be young for a healer, but I assure you—”

      “She’s such a little piece of fluff, but she’s as stouthearted as any of my men.” He jiggled the reins, giving the mule the opportunity to keep up his pace without getting a crack on the rump for lagging. “I haven’t been around many small girls, but I believe she’s stronger than most.” His voice bore a hint of pride; daring her to argue.

      “I know you’re worried about her and I promise I’ll do everything I can to help her.”

      “But what of the burns?” The steadiness of his words did nothing to disguise his concern, nor the stern resolve in the angle of his frown.

      “Your daughter probably played beneath a manchineel tree after the storm.”

      He released a long breath, glanced at her, then dipped his head, trying to peer inside her hood. She couldn’t stop herself from ducking. The observer’s expression after that first glance was always the hardest to observe.

      He scowled. “They’re not my children, although I am responsible for them at the moment,” he said.

      His explanation gave her pause. Some tightness eased from her shoulders. He had a kind heart then, surely. Although he appeared composed, she sensed a hidden menace lurking beneath the surface, like an alligator submerged in the murky waters of the bayou. Waiting.

      “Where are their parents?”

      “Dead.”

      Eva nodded, understanding. Thankfully, the abbey had room, should the children need a home. The nuns never turn a child away; she was living proof. A question ripped at her stomach. Dead by whose hand?

      “Are you related?” she asked, hoping with all her heart the answer would be “yes.”

      He shrugged. “No, but their family is very special to me. I’m an unofficial guardian of sorts. Their uncle, cousins and brothers run a hotel and gaming house in New Orleans, which was destroyed by a fire. I offered the twins a place to stay while it was being rebuilt.” His mouth twitched. “To keep them out of the way.”

      “Are you with the British troops?”

      He shook his head. “I have my own schooner.”

      “He’s a privateer,” Julian piped up from behind her.

      Even as Eva sent up a brief prayer of thanks, a shiver ran down her spine. Privateers were nothing more than pirates with permission to plunder, some spurred by loyalty to their sovereign, others by greed. Worse, in times such as these, said permission wasn’t regularly sought. Letters of Marque were not always obtained, nor were they often authentic. Privateers were thieves and marauders, the lot of them—a people and a lifestyle she avoided with determined vigor. And she’d done so quite well, up until tonight.

      A wisp of hair tickled her chin, and she tucked it away. She should have grabbed her long veil. It draped diagonally across her face and over her shoulder, covering the puckered, maimed skin on her cheek.

      She peered through her lashes at the man next to her. He had a restless aura about him, loose limbs ready to snap into action. Charcoal eyes carried a hint of leashed violence. Which type of privateer? A devious one might not concern himself with children, although it would take a veritable demon of a man to deny minor aid to a child, like taking her to a healer.

      Well, the man couldn’t be completely black-hearted. Miss Kalia’s strange insights might be helpful here. Her mind returned to his schooner. There was indeed a reason he knocked on her door tonight, beyond the girl’s sickness. Perhaps beyond the prediction.

      Providence.

      She’d prayed and prayed for guidance. God had answered her prayers and sent someone to help her and the Ursuline nuns. They were in dire need of a protector to save their relics from being stolen. A responsibility that could cause an unambitious man to shirk away, but surely once properly presented, might not be so immense a quest for a privateer. Once she explained everything to the captain, he’d understand that, too. This quiet moment offered her the opportunity to voice a plea. How to start?

      “I believe, Capitaine Gamponetti, the divine hand of God has sent you to me.”

      Silver-hued eyes held a hint of humor. “Pardon my lack of conviction, Sister, but I doubt God’s hand would send a man like me to someone like you.”

      A man like him? Perhaps her observations had been correct, then. Not that it mattered, overmuch. The only thing concerning her now was whether she could trust him a reasonable amount.

      A direct approach might be best. “Oh, but I honestly believe He has, Capitaine. You will deliver the children back home to New Orleans soon, no? I am part of the Ursuline order there and I have a desire to return to the convent. When it’s time for you to depart Jamaica, I would happily act as the children’s chaperone.” Surely he’d relish the opportunity to divert more of his attention to his ship, rather than split it with keeping a watchful eye on the young twins.

      He repressed a snort and cut her a quick dark glance. “Had you been acquainted with the two of them while both were in stout health, I doubt you’d make the same offer.”

      “Are you saying they’re rascals?” His warning made her smile. Just the fact that he made an attempt at levity allowed her to relax somewhat (as much as a person could relax with a coiled panther seated four inches away).

      The corner of his mouth tipped up. “They are rascals of the highest degree and much too smart for their own good. The two of them together... especially dangerous.”

      She laughed. “I shall endeavor to stay alert when they’re nearby. How long will the twins be with you?”

      He twisted and cast the twins a concerned stare.

      Eva followed his gaze. Julian was sitting with his back against the box seat, his sister leaning against his chest. He tightened his arms around her as the cart rolled and jolted over the bumpy trail. Still, she remained asleep, her head lolling on his shoulder.

      Gamponetti’s lips flattened. “They were to stay with me until early spring. I had been preparing to journey south to Cartagena. I have a trade route to run and a timetable to keep.”

      Had been. Would they delay or leave earlier? “Have your plans changed?”

      The captain shrugged once more. “I might return the children to their uncle in New Orleans before I go, depending on Jacqueline’s health.”

      Eva caught her breath. Here was the opportunity she needed. “I should very much like to accompany them. As I have a need to return also, I would be happy to look after them during the journey.” She’d repeated herself. She had already offered herself as an escort. Now, she must sound desperate. Which of course she was, but she didn’t want to raise his suspicions.

      He remained silent. Too late. She’d raised his suspicions.

      Drat.

      The hesitation sent a mixture of trepidation and relief to her chest. He might consider it, but was not yet convinced it was a good idea. She must think of a way to persuade him to take her with him. Perhaps appealing to his ego would help. “I have talked with every merchant ship’s captain in Port Royal, begging for passage back to New Orleans, but all were too cowardly to assist me.”

      One had gawked at her like she had an octopus on her head. “I ain’t sailing into them waters, Sister. Not with them British blighters—pardon my language—not with the British and their war with the States. Too dangerous. Only a fool or a madman would even try.”

      Gamponetti shifted, giving her a full view of both narrowed gray eyes. “Why are you so eager to return?”

      Before she could answer, the captain’s shoulders straightened and his attention whipped around to focus on the right side of the trail ahead. Broad leafy shadows crossed the moonlit path. Nothing moved, no sounds.

      No noises at all.

      No beetles buzzing, no night creatures rustling in the underbrush, no chirping tree frogs. Her lungs tightened. Jamaica wasn’t without its dangerous beasts, both human and animal.

      “What is it?” she whispered, gripping the edge of the cart seat, staring wildly into the dense flora.

      “We’re being watched.” Easing a pistol from his belt with one hand, he pulled the reins with the other. The mule’s ears twitched; he stopped abruptly, attention forward, listening. The captain spoke in a low voice. “Easy.”

      A lone figure stood on the trail a few yards ahead of them. “Why you be travelin’ dis time o’ night, Sistah Eva? You gots troubles?”

      She slumped with relief. Next to her, the captain stilled, his hands gripping the reins as if they kept him from falling into a burning pit of lava. “I’m taking a sick child to the caves, Miss Kalia.”

      “Girl-child then. Who wit you?”

      She swallowed. The premonition. “Capitaine Gamponetti.”

      Miss Kalia grinned then cackled a short laugh. “Ah, yes, yes. Last time him saw I, him come from de red house. Long night wit de rum. Bad day next, eh Drago?”

      The captain had turned to granite beside her, likely embarrassed (as well he should be) that Miss Kalia had seen him leaving a brothel. Eva chewed her lip. It was possible she misread the man. Allowed desperation to dictate her earlier impressions.

      The old woman approached the wagon, swaying like seaweed with the tide, perhaps due to aching joints, but on a night like this, it was bewitching and unnerving, like an adder mesmerizing prey. The moonlight subdued her brightly patched skirt into shades of grayish-reds, greens, blues and yellows. Colorful feathers poked out in every direction from the silver hair piled high on her head. A streak of white paint trailed from one ear, ran along her jawline, across her chin, ending at her other ear like a gruesome grin. Eva fought the strong desire to squirm closer to the pirate for protection. Except that would give her as much reassurance as jumping from an alligator’s jaws into a jaguar’s mouth.

      Kalia hummed as she peered over the side at Jacqueline. “T’ought so. Eva, see I in a vision just now. Surrounded by thunder and frost, perched next to a jaguar black as night. Woke I wide up.” Before she could respond, the woman scampered up into the wagon bed, bringing with her a strong tang of wood smoke.

      Julian didn’t take his eyes from her, but still leaned away as she bent over his sister. She placed her palm against the girl’s cheek, her brown hand contrasting sharply with the pale skin, even though it was still flushed with fever. She tilted Jacqueline’s head back, pressed her chin down to open her mouth. Sniffed her breath.

      Unsure what to say or do, Eva dragged her gaze from the old woman to the captain. How long had those two been acquainted? His storm-gray eyes followed the crone’s every move.

      Miss Kalia hopped down and slipped to Eva’s side. The old healer grasped her hand and pressed a cluster of herbs against her clammy palm. “Her need dis. It make best tea for de girl.” She nodded toward Captain Gamponetti and lowered her voice until it was barely there. “Him must drink dis.” She caught her gaze and held it as she slid a small flask under the herbs. “Den dat what you want by him, you get.”

      Eva shoved them into her bag, afraid to refuse them and unsure of what else to do or say.

      The old Jamaican woman stepped back and lifted both hands in farewell. Or some sort of blessing?

      Maybe a curse?

      A white witch. A “good” witch, if there was such a thing. Sister Beatrice would say there was not. But Eva had seen too much to denounce anything outright. There was no telling what spell Kalia incanted or bestowed upon them. The pirate jiggled the reins and clucked the mule forward.

      As they passed, Kalia spoke again, but this time to him, her voice both smoky and chiseled, eyes black and white. “Change in de wind, Drago. A time come near for you to make a choice. Choose wrong and die. Before de tree flowers bloom, you betray an ally… aide a foe... break a vow. Light beckons you, but de dark always a seductress.” Her wild stare locked with Eva’s. “Which voice will him follow? Him heart or him head?”

      Tension radiated from the captain in waves of heat. Kalia had slithered past his stoney, rugged aura to poke the tiniest gap between courage and unease. The muscles in his jaw tightened, but he did not look at the old woman as they passed.

      “I...I don’t know how to answer her question.” Eva peered over her shoulder, but the witch had disappeared. An awkward silence followed. The jungle remained paralyzed for several minutes while they plodded along the path.

      He could have taken Jacqueline to Kalia. She peered at him again, now understanding why. A rigidity thrummed through his broad shoulders; he had a flare in his nostrils, a fierce glint in his eyes.

      Then it hit her; Kalia terrified him.

      Her curiosity flared. “Have you known her long?”

      The captain expelled a slow breath. “Everyone knows Kalia. And Kalia knows everyone.” A wry smile seeped up to his eyes. The edges crinkled, and a dimple settled in his cheek, giving him a roguish, but more pleasing appearance. Much like an unapologetic child holding a stolen cake. “In truth, I found there’s no way to avoid her even when it’s your intense desire.”

      She’d learned much the same. A strange sense of balance lodged between them. The vulnerability the old woman raked out of the captain made him less threatening. “The people here have great respect for Miss Kalia. It would be foolish to dismiss her or her methods. To do so would also betray the islander’s trust,” she said.

      The captain slapped the reins again and muttered, “Kalia’s black medicine attracts too much attention, especially from the white man. They do not understand it. White men fear what they don’t understand.”

      “It’s not black medicine.” She corrected him. “Obeah is a very ancient healing practice.” She shifted the tea and the tonic to the bottom of her sack, trying to ignore the twinge of foreboding they sent through her chest.

      “Call it what you will, the white settlers and plantation owners fear it,” he muttered.

      How should she approach the last premonition? He had to be familiar with the old woman’s visions if indeed he knew who she was. How would he react? Surprise? Disbelief? There was one way to find out.

      “Miss Kalia stopped me at the market two days ago and told me a man would come to the abbey with a sick girl-child,” she blurted it out before she could stop herself. He would think her a ninny, talking about an old woman’s premonitions as if they were gospel, which they were not.

      Yet, a flicker of surprise shot across the captain’s face. “She did?”

      So he was familiar with Kalia’s visions. “Yes, and here you are.”

      “Indeed.” His brows dropped in thought, or perhaps concern.

      She couldn’t, wouldn’t confide what Miss Kalia had said next. That was something she dared not repeat.

      “Him not what him seem to be,” the old woman had whispered. “But den, so not are you.”
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      Drago Viteri Gamponetti selected a spot in the shadows of the rear wall, near the secondary exit of the tavern. After returning from the caves, an older nun, by the name of Sister Beatrice, helped them settle Jacqueline in a bed before sending him to wait in the kitchen. Julian refused to leave Jacqueline’s side. Tighter than a rusted bolt, those two. He snorted. And most times just as vexing.

      Drago’s thoughts drifted to the ethereal Sister Eva in her gauzy white robes with the concealing hood. Petite, like a woodland sprite, but highly competent. And strong. Although he frightened her, she did her duty with steady hands. Commendable. She didn’t scoff at Kalia’s ways, which surprised him. Few showed even the smallest amount of respect for other cultures and religions, especially those of the cloth. Yet, she used the herbs and brewed the Obeah healer’s tea for Jacqueline, with the caveat that if she saw no improvement within two days, she would use her own remedy.

      Since she didn’t require his assistance, he’d slipped away to keep his appointment.

      This establishment squatted in one of the more dank sections of Port Royal. The late hour provided necessary privacy. Away from those who might raise a brow at a pirate breaking bread with a pair of French aristocrats.

      He needn’t have worried.

      The man and woman approaching his table blended quite well with the area’s populace, clothed in common frocks and worn shoes. One would need to examine them closely to notice anything irregular—the lack of calluses on the man’s slender hands, the absence of raw, red skin on the woman’s. Gone was the erect stature and elegant movement of the upper class; replaced by the slope of inevitable despair in their shoulders and reticent scurry in their footfalls.

      Brilliant.

      Two of the French king’s most talented and dangerous agents approached his table. Their eyes met, and Guiraud gave a slight nod as he held a chair for his wife before sliding into his own. The years had been kind to that firebrand. In a line of work that could shorten a man’s life twice as fast, the bloke managed to look half his age.

      Guiraud slid an envelope toward him. “As always, King Louis sends his regards.”

      “Capitainé Gampo, un plaisir to see you again,” the woman said. One had to look past the dark ash-colored circles under her eyes and the shadowed cheeks. She was a beautiful woman curled under the disguise, moving like a cat in the night and noticing everything. Their tone contained a note that, while not friendly, was at least familiar.

      Drago inclined his head and gestured for two more mugs. “So, we are once again to work together for his majesty.”

      Lady Guiraud retrieved an unfinished piece of needle lace from her reticule and set to stitching, giving an air of boredom which quelled any curiosity the patrons or barkeep might have had regarding the topic of their conversation. Still, she cocked an ear toward Drago.

      “Where is Moreau?” Drago asked, shifting his gaze past the man’s shoulder.

      Lady Guiraud’s lips pressed into a flat line, deferring the response to her husband.

      Guiraud shot a furtive glance behind him. Several other people sat in the tavern, but they were engaged in their own activities and paid them no attention. Letting out a frustrated sigh, he returned his gaze to Drago. “He did not meet us as planned. We fear he may be dead. There was talk of a Frenchman being stabbed and robbed on Bright Street last night.”

      “We must complete our mission without Moreau’s help.” Lady Guiraud murmured while working the lace. She took a sip of wine. “I regret that I feel a certain amount of relief. He was a talented man—when he was in his right mind.”

      Drago shook his head in disgust. Moreau and his craving for opiates always made him a liability, but his uncanny talent for orchestrating a mission’s finest details to perfection kept him useful to the king. They all knew it was only a matter of time before either his dealings or his appetite led to his demise. Bloody inconvenient timing, this. Moreau’s loss was catastrophic, akin to trying to cross an ocean in a canoe instead of a galleon.

      Guiraud tapped the wax-sealed envelope. “Your orders.”

      Drago sipped his ale, shifted his attention to the missive. He broke the seal with his thumbnail and read it. He was to transport the couple to New Orleans.

      Easy enough, and convenient as long as Jacqueline’s health improved.

      Guiraud’s eyes flicked across the parchment before he leaned forward. “We are to reclaim the sacred bones of St. Louis of La Roche-Guyon and return them to their rightful home in France.” He expelled a breath with a huff. “I can only assume the king demanded them after the Americans purchased the Louisiana territory and was refused. The solution has now moved beyond the reach of diplomatic fingers.”

      “So, by reclaim, he means sneak into the St. Louis Cathedral and steal them.” Drago met Guiraud’s bright stare. Some people were born with an innate sense of stealth. This man was such a person, light on his feet and swift with his hands. The ability to shutter his conscience came in handy, too.

      Lady Guiraud sucked in a breath. “A mission that stirs up less danger is a welcome change, but I am not happy to take from a cathedral.”

      There was something about pilfering from a church that should have settled rather uncomfortably in Drago’s stomach as well, due to his mother’s diligent Catholic upbringing. Years of pirating and privateering dulled that edge of his conscience. Although it appeared to be justified, such a task should unsettle any Catholic more than a little. Would God understand the reasoning behind the theft? Or in the King’s mind, the reclamation? Not that it mattered to him, Drago’s orders were simple: take the couple from Jamaica to New Orleans.

      Lady Guiraud kept her head bent over her work, her voice low and tight. “Without Moreau, we are crippled. You must take his place, Capitainé.”

      So much for simple. Drago’s gut clenched, and he cursed softly. This just became anything but. “My instructions are to provide transportation.”

      Guiraud’s gaze hardened. “As leader of this mission, I am making adjustments necessary to complete it. I’m sure you are not intending to refuse additional responsibility. Doing so would be... detrimental... to your well-being.”

      Anger flared at the thinly veiled threat. “You are a thief and a courier, Guiraud, not an assassin.”

      The man eased a fraction. “I am what His Majesty requires of me, no more, no less. However, you should know Fontaine has been alerted to our mission and instructed to confirm its successful execution. If we fail, we die.”

      In other words, there’d be no shortcuts like lifting a few bones from a pauper’s grave and passing them off as a saint’s relics. He’d never suggest such a thing. At least not now.

      Fontaine. The king’s favorite assassin. He’d smile and shake your hand, then slit your throat before you said hello. Guiraud was absolutely right. With him watching their every step, failure meant death. A certain one.

      How could a cluster of bones be that important? He gave the spy a curt nod.

      Guiraud slid the missive to  his wife. She scanned it before quietly slipping it into her reticule. “At least this time, our mission doesn’t involve placing our lives in torrid danger.” Guiraud tilted his head; the corners of his mouth lifted slightly. “It shouldn’t be hard to gain lodging at the abbey for a night or two if we disguise ourselves as traveling missionaries.” He stroked his narrow, clean-shaven chin. “I shall grow a beard.”

      His wife nodded her agreement, still working on her lace.

      Drago drummed his fingers on the rough wooden table in irritation. Bloody Fontaine. “We’ll set sail within a week. I have business in Negril Bay to attend to first.”

      “You will alert us in the normal manner when you are ready to depart?” she asked.

      “Of course.” He had no choice.

      Stealing from a church. As if his soul wasn’t doomed enough. He gave a short laugh. What more did he have to lose? He might as well enjoy this earthly life and attempt to postpone fanning the fires of Hades as long as possible.

      Kalia’s words echoed in his head. Choose wrong and die.

      “It will be a pleasure working with you again, Capitainé.” Noticing Drago’s empty tankard, Guiraud signaled with his hand to gain the attention of the barmaid. “Let’s drink to a safe journey and successful outcome.”

      “More likely we should appeal for divine intercession,” Drago muttered. It looked like he shall be taking Sister Eva with him to New Orleans after all. During the crossing, they could learn about the cathedral and its treasures from her. With any luck, this would be his last mission as an agent and a privateer in the service of King Louis.

      If he survived it.

      Drago tried to ignore the unease gripping his spine, but it was impossible.

      Change in de wind, Drago. Before it done, you befriend a foe… aid an enemy…  break a vow. Light calls to you, but de dark is a seductress... which voice will him follow? Him heart or him head?

      Befriend a foe. Aid an enemy.

      Ridiculous. Although it wouldn’t be the first time.

      But break a vow?

      It should have been easy to dismiss those words. Laugh at them. Ignore them. A tiny Jamaican woman had no say over his fate.

      None at all.

      Yet, raised goose flesh covered his arms, even as sweat trickled down his back. The more important question was, which vow would he break? A vision of his head on a pike in the Place de la Concorde in France crept into his mind. He would not defy the French king.

      He would not.

      He gave his word.

      As a captain and commander of men, a vow was one thing he did not take lightly. Therefore, his men trusted him. With trust came loyalty (and he valued loyalty above all else).

      A man entered this life with very few things of intangible value to offer. One was his opinion, which many would argue had little importance, if any. Another was affection, which was a precarious thing to extend (as was any intangible that occupied a specific space in the heart). Thoughts or emotions could seep in and out; expand and contract, shift and melt. Yet nothing else truly fit where affection resided. It left a gaping hole when removed.

      Once one opinion was given, another stepped in at the ready. Not so with affection. If a man gave that away, he was left wanting. It was like taking a breath. The exhalation emptied the lungs, which then craved to be filled. It was odd, really. Affection is the only thing that must be refilled to retain its value. If you gave it to another, and they, in turn, gave you theirs, you were sated.

      Content.

      The most priceless intangible, perhaps even more valuable than love, was a man’s word… unless, of course, he broke it. A broken vow was as useful as a leaky bucket. No matter how often you filled it, it would never remain full. No amount of sentiment could return a man to honor if he depreciated the value of his word.

      His vow.

      Drago Viteri Gamponetti had done many sinister and ruthless things, but he never broke a promise.

      Him dat will break a vow.

      No. Him would not break a vow.

      If he ever ran into that old woman again, it would be too soon.

      Thankfully, after she’d disappeared, they’d made it to and from the caves without further incident. He and Sister Eva had taken turns holding Jacqueline’s head above the crisp water of the deep, spring-fed, pool. The way the wet robes outlined the young woman’s curves made his muscles freeze and his thoughts drift to more sensual places. Her profile made him forget to breathe. Yet, she hid her beauty behind the veiled hood. He understood her to wish to stay unobtrusive. Not everyone here showed reverence for women of the church.

      After a couple hours, Jacqueline’s fever diminished, and the sister announced they could return to the abbey.

      Thank God.

      Now, they only had to wait for the tea to work.
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      The tea’s pungent aroma still wafted through the kitchen. Sister Eva moved like a white shadow, setting plates of food in front of them. A gossamer veil, different from the hood, kept the details of the right side of her face blurred; it forced him to read her eyes to guess her mood. Although by the firmness with which she placed his mug on the roughly hewn table, something troubled her. For some odd reason, he wanted to know why. Perhaps the witch’s words unnerved her as much as they did him.

      He shook his head. He didn’t believe in the old island woman’s magic, but everything was suddenly out of balance. Kalia had that kind of effect on people. He’d like to think she didn’t affect him. But he’d seen and experienced too many strange and fascinating things during his travels to close his mind to it entirely.

      Julian dropped into a chair with an exhausted thump, then yawned. “Will we still get to sail with you to Cartagena next week?” he asked, reaching for a plate of fish, “I’m looking forward to seeing my sister and Captain O’Brien.”

      Drago let out a beleaguered sigh. A finger of guilt poked his chest. “I intended to leave as soon as I sold the sugarcane. Trust me, I wish as badly as you to join the rest of the fleet for a trade run but Jacqueline is ill, and she can’t afford to be exposed to tropical fevers in her weakened state.” That was a good excuse, considering his new assignment.

      Julian grunted his understanding and deposited a second piece of fish on his plate. Toyed with it, before resting his elbow on the table, then dropping his cheek into his palm. “When?”

      Drago glanced at the nun. “I have urgent business to conduct in New Orleans, Sister Eva. I’ve decided to accept your offer to chaperone and bring you along.”

      The nun straightened, hope brightening her eyes.

      Julian drooped. “Uncle Bernard and Tristan will want us to stay. Can’t we just remain here until you return so we can go with you to Cartagena? Please, Captain Gampo, let us wait here until you get back.”

      Sister Eva shifted her startled gaze from the boy to him and back again. “Captain Gampo?” Her last word ended in a squeak.

      Drago reclined back in his chair. Ah, she finally made the connection.

      Gamponetti-Gampo.

      Yes, he was a former pirate under the command of Captain Jean Lafitte of New Orleans, and still wanted for smuggling stolen cargo into the city. He hadn’t been one of Lafitte’s men in over ten years. Not since he deserted Barataria Bay for France.

      Would the nun wilt like a little flower in the tropical sun now?

      She hailed from the area, which could account for her recognition of his name. He narrowed his eyes. Although, in order to know his name, she’d have to be familiar with people associated with Jean Lafitte and his Baratarian pirates. How would a nun...

      “He’s not a pirate,” Julian reminded her, focused on his food. “At least, not anymore.”

      Allowing the boy to answer for him, Drago shrugged. “I recently shifted my occupation from privateering to the merchant trade.”

      “I see.” Her brow smoothed a bit at that, although her eyes still held a flicker of wary apprehension.

      He studied her. There was something familiar about her and yet, something completely foreign. Like a frothy memory from early childhood. Real or imagined, he couldn’t pin it down.

      She finally moved and retrieved a cracked plate and a small bowl from the cupboard. “A French privateer. I suppose that’s a less...dangerous vocation than pirate,” she said. He didn’t need to check her eyes this time. By her tone, her frown had deepened. She was unconvinced.

      “Except if you’re a woman,” Julian said, oblivious to the sister’s discomfiture. He washed his fish down with a gulp of diluted coconut milk. “Women bring bad luck aboard a ship.”

      The nun pressed her lips together and huffed, apparently aware. “I don’t understand why mariners keep that old superstition alive.”

      Drago propped his elbows on the table and entwined his fingers. It wasn’t that hard to reason. “Having a woman on board, even a woman of the church, is seen as a significant risk. My crew comes from varying countries and religious backgrounds, but they all firmly believe it brings doom.”

      The last skirt was Jacqueline, who’d been eight at the time, and she nearly cost him his ship and his life. A long scar from his shoulder to his lowest rib served as a reminder. Still tingled when he twisted to the left.

      The actual truth he couldn’t vocalize to a nun: ladies made trouble. They caused a man’s primal urges to control his brain. He gave himself a moment to put his thoughts in order. Best to choose words carefully with God, nuns, abbey and all. “There’s a more practical reason than mere superstition. Women are... distracting. Skilled sailors tend to become peacocks in the presence of the fairer sex. Men miss their watch, sails go unattended, things catch fire... all calamitous on a wooden ship in the middle of an ocean.”

      Julian looked up from his plate, a near miracle for the growing boy, who rarely spoke during meals because he was too busy shoving food into his mouth. Julian’s appetite seemed endless these days. “If you gave Manuel the task of looking out for the sister, maybe the men would think less about it.”

      “Manuel?” Eva asked.

      Drago released a long breath. “He’s my cousin.” How to explain Manuel? A loyal guard with a damaged mind? A child in a giant’s body?

      Julian cocked his head, pondering his words. “Manuel is strong and determined to do the right thing, but he
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