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CHAPTER 1





ZARA







Javier
laughed and shook his head as we reached the top of the sand dune, Centinela
loping in a wide circle around us. “I do not know if I can court a girl from
the future and have a pet wolf,” he said in Spanish. “That is a lot to
ask of one man.”


I gave him a half-smile, not yet
ready to admit it—that I might be his girlfriend, that I might be here to stay—still
trying to accept that it seemed I didn’t really have another option. I was
relieved and yet still pulledby my own time, all at once.


He reached for the reins of his
hobbled mare and peered toward the setting sun, barely visible behind a dark,
gray cloud bank. “We best hasten to the harbor. It looks like that storm might
be upon us soon.”


I studied it and lifted my cheek to
the breeze, closed my eyes and took stock of the moisture in the air. The cloud
bank appeared to be building in intensity, not moving. I had a thing for weather;
in my own time I had wanted to study meteorology in college. “I’d wager it’s
all for show; the real storm is behind it. This one will not even make landfall.”


Javier put his hands on my waist
and gave me a sly look. “¿Deseas apostar sobre el clima, chica? Con el Don
de la Ventura?” You wish to gamble on the weather, girl? With the Don de la
Ventura?


“I fear no don,” I replied
saucily, lifting my chin, sliding my arms around his neck and smiling as his
warm hands pressed me closer to him. “What shall the stakes be?”


He bent down to hover his lips near
mine. “A kiss,” he whispered huskily, his breath practically a kiss of its own.
“If I win, I get to kiss you. If you win, you get to kiss me.”


I giggled and lifted my chin,
inviting him with my eyes. “Shall we not kiss now and make certain that’s a
wise wager?”


“Clearly you have much to learn if
you are ever to be a true gambler,” he said, leaning away from me and
pretending to scoff at my suggestion. “Does one pay his opponent before the
cards are played?”


I grinned and pulled him closer
again. “No, but does not one put the potential winnings on the table so it’s
clear what the stakes are?”


“But it is, my darling girl,” he
whispered. He lifted an index finger to stroke his bottom lip slowly as he
studied mine. “Here are our lips, between us, simply waiting for the prize to
be claimed when the hand is played.” He gestured back to the storm,
still brewing, making the sea beneath it a charcoal gray.


I hit his arm and grinned, half
delighted by his teasing, half completely frustrated. I’d make him beg
for a kiss when I won. He’d see it wasn’t wise to mess with this particular señorita!


Still laughing under his breath, he
tucked my bundle of things in the saddlebag. Then he lifted me to the back of
his mare and mounted in front of me. Gleeful, I wrapped my arms around him,
inhaling his scent of leather and oranges and salty, clean sweat as we set off.


“How come you have never named your
horse, Javier?” I asked.


He shrugged a little. “When I was a
boy, my father bought me a beautiful filly. Her name was Valentina, and she was
very dear to me. She was not as big as this one,” he said, leaning forward to
pat his mount’s neck with affection, “but she was sturdy and fast. We grew up
together, in a way,” he said, sounding a little shy over this admission. “But
then my father’s heart failed him, and the same day we buried him, Valentina
came down with the colic. She died three days later. Ever since, I’ve never
named my horses. But you may name yours, Zara. Given that you’ve named your
wolf-dog, it seems appropriate to name your gelding.”


I thought about that. When I was
given the horse to ride, I’d been thinking of it as a temporary thing. Now, the
idea of staying here long enough to name him struck me, like it was foundational
somehow. Something that would ground me here…in a good way. We climbed the
hills that surrounded Tainter Cove and reached the road, moving north to join
Javier’s family on the Heron, where we were to have dinner with a
visiting sea captain, Alistair Craig.


I remembered the odd exchange
between Craig and Javier the night before—the veiled meanings, the subtle
warnings. Javier seemed both drawn to the man and agitated by him.


“What is it about Captain Craig,
Javier?” I asked. “What must I know about the man?”


He
glanced over his shoulder at me, then back to the setting sun—now illuminating
the bottom edges of the clouds in a brilliant, brief rim of orange—but he
remained silent.


“If
I am to remain here,” I urged, “to be a part of life at Rancho Ventura, doesn’t
it make sense for me to understand what concerns you and your mother about him?
What your secret is?”


“He
is a nationalist,” Javier said at last, as we reached the far end of the cove.
“A lobbyist, bent on making Alta California the newest of the United States.
And he does not fear a potential war with Mexico in order to accomplish what he
wishes.”


“I
gathered that much from your mother’s clear distaste.”


“Refusing
to receive him…” Javier spoke over his shoulder, as I shifted my arms around his
waist. His big, broad hand covered my own, and he seemed to forget what he was
about to say as he peeked again at me. “Zara, the feel of your arms around me…”
He swallowed hard. “Coming here this day, I feared I’d never experience that
again.”


I gave him a gentle smile and
leaned my cheek against the center of his back. “But God had other plans.”


“And I will forever praise Him for
that.”


I grinned and gave him a squeeze.
“You were saying…Refusing to receive him….”


“Honestly? You wish to keep talking
when you are holding me so close?”


I giggled. “We have ridden this
closely before.”


He shook his head, and even with
just a glimpse of his profile, I could see the wonder and joy in his expression.
“But now…with the thought of you with me forever…” He said no more.


A shiver ran down my back as I
thought of the hope and promise in his tone, and then I blinked, forcing myself
to concentrate. I felt a sense of urgency, a deep need to know. What was it?
“All right. No more hugs to distract you,” I said, easing slightly away. “Tell
me of the captain.”


Javier sighed. “The issue is this: Craig’s
hinted that if I refuse to support his cause, he will convince other Americans to
stop trading with us. Upset all we have built. As a ranchero, I must keep good
relations on both sides of this political wall, regardless of what my mother
wants. You’ve seen that the soldiers of the presidio do little to intervene,
other than collect what they deem to be their due. And yet I trade with Spanish
and Mexican ships too. So if they learned that I’d turned traitor—regardless of
the disarray of our mother country in the hands of General Santa Anna—we would
be swiftly cut off by both sides. Therefore I continue to gamble, playing my
cards on both tables.”


“But
what do you want, Javier? For Alta California to remain a territory of
Mexico or for it to become the newest state in the Union?”


He
thought on that a moment, and absently stroked my hand with his free one as he
looked along the beach and then to the hills. “I think it is only a matter of
time before the United States turns her eyes upon this beautiful land. Our
trade in tallow and hides has already caught her interest. And Mexico has all
but abandoned us, seemingly lost in her constant uprisings and poorly managed
wars. Her treasury is empty, so they gladly take our taxes, but do they send
patrols to help keep cattle rustlers in check? Do they sail our coast, keeping
alert to those—like Captain Craig—who might block our trade, holding us
captive? No,” he said bitterly. “They think they can occupy this territory, but
at no cost. They do not realize that the power is slipping from their grasp.”


He
pulled up on the reins suddenly and glanced over his shoulder at me again, eyes
alight. “But you…you know what transpires here. You know!” he cried, his face
splitting into a beatific grin, his dark brows arcing in wonder. He squeezed my
arm. “Tell me, Zara. In your time, is it Mexican or American rule? Or perhaps
Russian? They have some holdings in the north, but seem mostly interested in
pelts.”


I
stared at him. Was I supposed to tell him such things? Would it interrupt the
space-time continuum or something? Might I…change the future? And yet my heart
wanted to help him, to protect him and his family.


“I…I
need to think about that, Javier. Maybe I shouldn’t tell you what happens.
Maybe what is meant to happen will unfold because you make the decisions you’re
supposed to make, without my interference.” 


His
brow furrowed. “But you will tell me, if I choose wrongly?” he asked. “Can you
not do that?”


I
studied his handsome, earnest face, regretting that I couldn’t immediately say
yes. “I don’t know, Javier. Let me think about it, all right? I need to decide
what’s wise.”


Centinela
whined then, her ears pricking forward as she trotted beside us. I thought her sound
spooked Javier’s mount, making the mare shy and whinny.


Javier yanked the horse’s reins
back and stroked her neck. “Whoa, whoa.”


But a second later, we heard what
had upset both animals. A low boom reached our ears, and then another, identical
to the first.


“What is that?” I asked.


Javier was already gathering the
reins tighter in his fist. “Cannon fire,” he said grimly. “And from the sound
of it, coming from Bonita Harbor. Hold on.”
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I
clung to Javier all the way to the harbor, about a mile and a half distant from
Tainter Cove. By the time we reached it, my arms and legs were trembling from
the effort to hold on, even with Javier’s firm grip on my hands in a knot at
his sternum. I’d forced him to pause so that I could switch to riding astride,
at least—not caring how it might chafe or how it might look, only wishing not to
get bounced right off the horse’s rump.


We reached the harbor and saw a
newly arrived three-masted ship, right beside Captain Craig’s damaged, listing Heron.
The Heron’s deck was crowded with men, all in hand-to-hand combat with
their attackers. We could see smoke rising from a fire belowdecks through two massive
holes in her side, visible even from the beach.


“Who…what…?” I stammered.


“Pirates,” Javier ground out. He
was off the horse before we’d completely reached a stop and thrust the reins
into my hands. But my eyes were on the new ship, flying a black Jolly Roger
flag. Crescent Moon was painted on her back end. “Move forward to the
saddle, Zara!” Javier demanded. “Now!”


I did what he asked without
thinking. I tried to shove my boots in the stirrups, but they were too long for
me.


“Go now, Zara!” he said, running
his fingers over the grip of his pistol and reaching to pull his sword free.
“Ride to the villa! You will be safest there!”


“But Javier, I—”


With a quick touch behind her withers,
Javier turned the mare in the direction of the villa and then slapped her hard on
the rump, sending her skittering ahead. Obviously surprised by his rash action,
she surged from a canter into a mad gallop. I rode up and over several hills
before I felt I had control again, and cresting the last rise, I pulled up on
the reins in horror.


Because there I found Mateo’s mare
and two villa guards lying on the ground, all of them deadly still. Mateo—Javier’s
younger brother—was not with them. I leaped from my mount and quickly felt for
a pulse at each of the men’s necks, but they were clearly gone. And his
horse—unlike Javier, Mateo had doted on his pretty Palamino, named Justina. If
she was gone…I swallowed hard and looked back to Craig’s burning ship again,
only her topmast and the Crescent Moon’s visible above the dunes
and hills between us.


“No, no, no….” Mateo had surely
been taken captive. I glanced toward the rancho, thinking that the men there
must have heard the cannon fire, as we had. How long until reinforcements
arrived?


Too long?


I circled around, and then again,
slowly beginning to understand what I must do.


If Javier de la Ventura was wading
into that fight, a fight that might save his brother’s life, I was determined
to be by his side.
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CHAPTER 2








I
left Javier’s mare on the landward side of the dunes, hobbling her just out of
sight from the shore. I grabbed the long, curved knife he’d left in the
saddlebag. Then I crouched over and scurried to the edge to peer down at the
storehouse. There were no guards in sight, no sounds of bullets fired or men
fighting. I could hear only the crash of waves, swollen by the approaching
storm. 


Along the shore, pirates were
launching one rowboat after another, loaded with crates and barrels and
bundles, systematically removing the rancho’s treasured exports that had been
stored here. Stacks and stacks of hides—which I’d learned the sailors called
“California dollars”—two freshly butchered sides of beef, coils of tanned
leather and rope, barrels full of tallow, giant spools of wool, and crates of
oranges. In addition, I glimpsed bolts of cotton fabric in several patterns,
casks of wine, an elegant mahogany rocking chair, rounds of cheese, and other barrels
labeled sugar and salt, all of these presumably just
obtained in trade from Captain Craig.


So
they were not only pillaging the Heron; they were also raiding our
stores.


Fury
washed through me. I thought of how hard the people of the rancho worked for
all of those products…how they depended on the rest arriving on a timely basis
to supply the villa and feed the rancho’s hundred or more people. And these
pirates had killed some of the kind guards who had protected Mateo—please,
God, let their lives have at least protected Mateo—and perhaps others.


I
gathered up my skirts and hurried over the dune and to the sidewall of the
storehouse. I was standing with my back against it, holding Javier’s dagger,
when I saw Mateo lifted from one of the first boats to reach the pirate ship.
He struggled against his bonds as he was picked up and bodily hauled aboard
like nothing more than a wriggling sack of grain. “Oh no,” I whispered. This
can’t be happening.


Did
Javier know they had his brother? Was he already finding his way out there? Where
was he?


I peeked around the corner and saw
four men struggling to lift a massive, heavy safe, one of the last things in
the storehouse—something that I dimly remembered Javier’s dear friend, Rafael
Vasquez, asked him to obtain. But my mind was trying to cope with the idea that
two more dead guards were on the ground, with blood pooling around them. Four
men…dead! Dead, dead, dead….


I whipped my head back, swallowing
the bile that rose in my throat, and took several breaths, fighting my
tunneling vision. There were still at least two other Ventura guards that
lived. I’d seen them sitting, bound and gagged, backs against a pillar. If I
could free them, could we, together, overtake the four remaining pirates and
use that last boat to come to Mateo’s aid—and Javier’s?


The men counted together and then heaved
the crate upward. With grunts and straining sounds, they began to move
together, out from under the rooftop and down through the soft sands to the
last rowboat. When they were twenty paces away, fully focused on their task and
gaining momentum, I eased around the corner and went to the two young Indian
guards, where I used my knife to cut away their bonds. 


The first staggered to his feet and
reached for me, looking anxiously about. “You must be away from here, Señorita!”
he whispered frantically. The other rose more slowly, and I saw that he had
blood trickling down the other side of his head.


“No,” I whispered back. “They have
Mateo! We must go after them!”


The first guard reached for the
nearest dead man, rolled him over, and grabbed the sword from his
still-clenched hand. “We will go. You go to the villa!”


“I can help,” I insisted, frowning in
frustration as they both just stood there, staring at me with wide eyes. Too
late, I realized they weren’t looking at me, but rather past me—


“Oh, that you can, Señorita,” said
a low voice behind me, in tandem with the cocking of a pistol. I felt the
smooth, round circle of the gun at the base of my skull. “You will most
certainly be a great deal of help in future negotiations with Don
Javier, if you are who I think you are. Now drop that dagger,” he demanded gruffly.


I looked down the beach and wanted
to cry. The four men had set down their heavy load and were returning to us,
all drawing weapons. I dropped my knife.


“You should have stayed where we
had left you,” said one of the pirates to the Ventura guard. And then he drew
his sword, whirled, and practically cut the man’s head from his body.


I gasped as blood sprayed across my
face and chest, nauseatingly warm at first, then quickly chilled by the breeze.
I turned and vomited, and as I did so, I heard them murder the second Ventura
guard. I threw up again, not daring to look.


My stomach empty, I rose and looked
at my captor for the first time—and by the way the other men gave him sway, I
assumed he was the captain. He had long, straight black hair and creamy skin
the color of café con leche, not as dark as the rest of his crew. Pointing
the gun at my chest, he lackadaisically looked me over from head to toe and
back again, a slow smile lifting the corners of his mouth—as if he’d just
captured a rival’s trophy. I supposed he was handsome, in a way, nearly as big
as Javier and with sculpted cheeks, a long, straight nose, and full lips. There
was a dimple in the cleft of his chin. But in that moment, I thought I’d never
seen anyone uglier in my life.


“You…murderer,” I seethed,
hands clenched. I was aware of the others, moving in on me from all sides, just
waiting for their boss’s order to grab me.


“Me han llamado peor,” he continued in perfect Spanish. They’ve
called me worse. “And I tried to leave two alive, to demonstrate that I am
not a complete villain. Did you not—?”


I used his momentary distraction to
shove upward, grabbing hold of the gun with one hand and ramming my fist into
his throat with the other, hard enough to make him let go. The gun went off,
and the other men hesitated, as if stunned that a girl could do such a thing. As
the captain staggered backward, clutching his throat and gasping for breath, I
swung my body, lifted my skirts and roundhouse-kicked the nearest man, my boot
connecting with his jaw and sending him reeling. I cocked the heavy gun
again—one bullet left—and fired at the man barreling toward me.


I turned my head before I saw the
bullet’s results, confident that it had to be a crippling blow, if not lethal.
Another man grabbed me from behind, pinning my arms against my chest as he
pulled me toward him. I managed to wriggle my left arm free, reached behind me,
and grabbed his nose, tearing away the soft flesh at his nostrils. He screamed
and flung me away.


But the next man tackled me,
driving the breath from my lungs. I was just thinking about a move in which I
might be able to get my leg up and in front of his neck—if it weren’t for my
cursed skirts—when he lifted a fist and belted me across the cheek.


I felt the blow as if I were
outside my body. I recognized the pain, but it was distant. And my last thought
as I lost consciousness was this: I’m sorry, Javier. Mateo. So, so sorry.
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I
felt the rise and fall of waves before my other senses finally helped me figure
out where I might be. Slowly I lifted my head. It was throbbing so hard, I
could barely open my eyes.


I
was at sea. As in, on-board-a-ship at sea.


“Ahh,
there you are, my dear. At last,” said the captain, stroking my cheek, making
me wince from the pain there, even though his touch was light.


I
forced my eyes open. Or one eye, actually. The other refused to open—because it
was swollen shut? I struggled to remember what had happened. But as I blinked,
I saw that I faced an enraged, red-faced, and gagged Javier, bound in a chair across
the table from me. And to my side was Mateo, similarly bound but unconscious.


Slowly, I took stock of my
situation. I was in a chair, bound heavily around the chest, wrists, waist, and
feet. Totally immobile. My head began to throb at twice its previous beat.


I
struggled against the scratchy ropes for a sec, which seemed to amuse the
captain. Then I tried to yell at him and realized I was gagged, a filthy rag
held in my mouth by a band around my head.


Recognizing the disgusting, salty
taste of someone’s sweat, I began to choke. The captain watched me a moment,
waited until Javier began to rock his chair in agitation and fury, until he
casually reached forward and untied my gag. I spit out the wad in my mouth,
retching for a moment, dizzy. I gasped, regained my composure, and sat up
straight, closing my eyes and forcing myself to breathe slowly. Get a grip,
Zara. Think. Think!


I
felt his finger along my jawline. “She is lovely, is she not, Don Javier? Pity
my man had to punch her to bring her down. She is rather…feisty.” He began to
circle us, arms folded. “It shall be something of a challenge to keep her from
further harm unless she chooses to be more docile. How much is she worth to
you, Don Javier, if I return her to you unharmed?”


I blinked and stared up and over at
him as he moved to Mateo, trying to pull four images into one. “Or how much is
your little brother’s life worth?” he asked, waving to Mateo’s inert form. He
was still unconscious, his head lolling down against his chest. “It must eat at
you, thoughts of your elder brother, dead and gone, and now this one, so near
to his own death…”


“What
did you do to Mateo?” I spat out, my voice raspy and dry, wanting nothing more
than to end his taunting of Javier.


The
pirate captain glanced back at me before studying Mateo again, as if appraising
artwork in a museum. A curiosity. “The boy thought he might be a hero,” he
said, glancing back at me over his shoulder as he continued to pace in a circle
around us. “Let’s just say he’s young yet.”


My eyes met Javier’s.


I’m sorry. So sorry, I said to him silently. If I had
done what he’d asked—gone home, rather than stay and try to fight—well, he and
Mateo might have still been captured, but I would likely not have been a part
of the stakes.


He
frowned, but his whole expression was protective rage. Love. Worry.


Which
encompassed me, warmed me, in a way.


“And
you—Señorita Zara Ruiz, I take it? You, my dear, have cost me. Two men
dead. Injuries to two others.” He refused to admit that I’d hurt him, too, but
I saw him lift a hand to his collar and pull the starched edge away from a
purpling bruise.


I
wanted to laugh.


“Who
are you?” I said, my voice still raspy. 


“I
am Captain Santiago Mendoza,” he said, waving a small circle in the air as he gave
me a courtly bow. “I’d kiss your hand,” he added, rising, a wry look in his
dark eyes, “but well, you recognize my difficulty in that.”


My
skin crawled as he slowly perused me again, one inch at a time. I knew it was a
scare tactic. Menacing, a threat somehow, to Javier, more than me. When his
eyes returned to mine, I was staring straight at Javier. It will be okay.
Somehow, some way, it will be okay, I willed him to know.


Because
something in me, in spite of these crazy odds, told me it was so.


Had God brought me back a couple of
centuries to fall in love with a man and his family, only to die at the hands
of a pirate?


No
way.


The knowledge of it sent a surge of
adrenaline through me and I lifted my chin.


But
Javier stared back at me with nothing but fear and righteous, impotent rage.


Which
made me feel the same, of course.


“What
is it that you want, Captain Mendoza?” I rasped out.


Wordlessly,
he poured a cup of wine and brought it to me, obviously recognizing that my
throat was killing me.


I accepted a sip, desperate to ease
the pain in my throat, but I soon felt the tart wine fill my mouth to the full
and slop out the corners of my mouth and down my cheeks, chin, and neck. He
laughed. I gulped, trying to stay ahead of the flow, feeling the wine
continuing to flow down my neck and drench the bodice of my gown.


Captain
Mendoza pulled the empty cup away at last as I panted for breath and glared up at
him. His expression of delight didn’t change in the face of my anger.


Javier was rocking again,
infuriated, wrenching at his bonds.


Captain Mendoza looked…thoughtful. As
if he were testing me, trying to figure me out.


I swallowed hard and wished I could
get free and teach him what came of such disrespect. I hated him with an
intensity that made me tremble. How could someone be so horrible?


Then he turned his thoughtful gaze
upon Javier and resumed his circuit around the three of us, hands clasped
behind his back. “You asked what I want, Señorita,” he said, as if still trying
to figure out his demands, when it was more than clear that he’d long since
determined them. “As near as I can fathom it, the vast reach of Rancho de la Ventura
is at my fingertips,” he said, pausing to lift my chin and look over at Javier
for a long moment. Then he moved on to Mateo, grabbed hold of his dark curls,
and roughly raised his head. 


Mateo
stirred, squinted, and squirmed, starting to rise to consciousness.


“Free
Javier’s gag,” I said to the captain. “This is his deal to make, not
mine.”


Mendoza
considered me. Behind him, I saw the swing of the light on a chain, moving in
an arc with the waves. All at once, I became aware of the creak of the timbers
all around us, the thrum and energy of sails unfurled. The washing sound of
water moving past, surging with each wave, deep enough to make us all lean one
way and then the other.


We
weren’t simply at sea; we were on the move. Away from Rancho Ventura. Farther
with each wave.


How long had we been at sea? How
far were we from home?


Home, I acknowledged internally. Rancho
de la Ventura.


The captain moved to free Javier’s
gag, and he spit out the rag from his mouth.


He turned away when Mendoza offered
him a cup of wine, sneering in his direction. “When I am free—”


“When you are free,” the captain
easily interjected, resuming his pacing around us, “you and I shall sup on
occasion as good friends. Perhaps even accept a friendly wager? I hear of your
fondness for a hand of cards. But for now, Don Javier, you are not
free, and these are the terms of my demands…”


We waited, the three of us—the
gradually rousing Mateo, Javier, and me. Surrounded by four burly, armed guards
in the shadows—my brain finally took them in—beyond the pacing captain.


“I am going to set you free, in a
rowboat, to make your way to shore and back to the rancho to collect the same
sum you handed to the presidio scum. That is my price for your precious little
brother,” he said, miming an arc across Mateo’s throat with Javier’s own
dagger. “And as for this sweet, intriguing creature…” He lifted my chin
with the cool flat of the blade.


I stared only at Javier.


“I take it she has stolen your
heart? This girl, whom no one knows?”


“Verda deramente,” Javier whispered, staring back at
me, pledging his love with those two words in a way that I didn’t think any
other might ever match. Indeed.


He hadn’t had to say it, admit it.
But he had.


“Be wary of women without roots,”
Mendoza said with a humorless laugh. “There is a reason that our mothers wanted
to know those who might lure our hearts—and their kin.”


“I know all that I need to know,”
Javier said softly, still looking only at me. As if…as if he might never get
the chance to say it again. My heart lurched.


“Well then,” Mendoza said wryly,
“her freedom shall cost you another chest of gold.”


Javier’s eyes moved to Mendoza,
deadly still a moment. “I shall not give you two chests of gold for these two,
Mendoza. I shall give you four.”


“Javier!” I gasped.


“Four,” he repeated. “But you shall
deliver them to me in Monterey. Unharmed. Unmolested,” he emphasized,
looking to Mendoza with a deadly intensity that sent a shiver down my back.
“And I shall never see you or your crew again. Ever. We shall not sup
together or play cards. The next time I see you shall be the last time.”


The captain cast him a wry grin,
brows lifting. “Four chests of gold when I asked for but two? Clearly, you are
not the gambler that others said you were,” he scoffed.


“You, Captain,” Javier said,
staring at him with a sneer, “have no idea who I am and what
threat I might be. Harm either of these two, and I shall hunt you down. Destroy
you. No, kill you…in a slow, exacting measure,” he growled.


“Such grand talk!” Captain Mendoza
scoffed. “May I remind you that it is I who hold your loved ones’ lives in the
balance? To say nothing of what might transpire for your widowed mother,
sisters, and brother, far behind us? Ahh, yes, Señor Ventura, I am well aware
of all who hold your heart. We dropped anchor and took much of what you
had. What would keep us from taking the rest?”


I closed my eyes again, unable to
combat the fear of what I might have brought down on those I loved, by not
doing what Javier had asked me to do. But only part of that thought turned in
my head and heart.


Those I loved.


I loved them.


Not just Javier. But Estie.
Francesca. Jacinto. Mateo. Doña Elena.


I loved them as my own.


My own family.


And Javier?


As I stared at him, I couldn’t
imagine him gone. Away from me. It baffled me that I had ever been ready to
leave him for my own time. What had I been thinking?


It came to mind, then, my third
wish. Adventure.


My blood was pulsing at a faster
rate than I could ever remember. Okay, God, maybe this is a bit too much
adventure.


Somehow we had to get out of this.
Some way.


Because this love that I felt for
Javier, for his family, couldn’t end here or now.


And I didn’t want to leave his
side. Not ever again.


“Bring them,” the captain grunted
to his men over his shoulder with a casual wave of his hand. “Bring all of them
to the deck.”
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CHAPTER 3




ZARA





Two
men, about my height but twice as wide and strong, untied me and hauled me out
of the captain’s quarters and onto the deck. Two others brought Mateo. I
squinted, trying to see the shoreline as night closed in. They were shoving
Javier toward the rail and then worked on his bindings.


“What?
You can’t send him to shore now!” I said, trying to wrench away from the iron
grip of my captors. “Not at this hour! Not on these seas!”


The
captain glanced back at me. “If we wait until morn, your man will have even
farther to walk once he reaches shore,” he grunted, and waved at his men to
continue their task of untying Javier.


“But
he might not make it to shore!” Mateo cried. “Do you not wish for him to get to
the rancho and obtain our ransom?”


The
captain shrugged. “It would be nice, but I’ll find other means to make our
kidnapping profitable, if Don Ventura fails us. We secured a fine sum from the
Ventura storehouse in the harbor.” He moved over to Mateo. “You, my boy, might
have the makings of a sailor in you.” He eyed me, arms folded. “And you, my
dear...” A wicked grin split his face.


Mateo,
enraged by his disrespect, tore free of the sailors’ hold on him and barreled
into the captain. The captain almost lost his footing but then succeeded in turning
to the side and sending Mateo sprawling across a heap of rope. The boy fell
headlong and then rolled off to the side. The crew erupted in laughter. Mateo
gathered himself, as if to spring at the captain again, but two sailors took a
firmer grip on both of his arms.


“You’ll
receive ten lashes for that attempt,” the captain growled. “I shall suffer no
disrespect upon my own ship.” He gestured to the crew with his chin. “Tie him
up.”


It
was Javier’s turn to try and charge him, but he only succeeded in getting one
arm free of his captors, and two burly men stood between him and the captain,
arms folded. “You promised that you would not harm my brother and Zara,” he grit
out, straining toward Mendoza, the veins in his neck bulging.


The
captain let out a scoffing laugh. “You promised me two additional chests
of gold if I didn’t. I made no promises of my own. And these two will get no better
treatment than anyone else on my ship. If they fail to obey me—or dare to try
and attack me again—they will get exactly what my men would get. Punishment.
Now, off with you, Don Ventura. Before you are hopelessly lost at sea.”


Javier
was pushed to the rail again. “Do me the decency of allowing me to say
farewell.”


The
captain scoffed. “Nonsense. On with it. A lack of farewell shall make your
reunion all the sweeter, no?” He lifted his chin to his men. “Now get him down
to that rowboat. If he resists any further, toss him overboard.”


“Captain
Mendoza!” Javier shouted.


But
the captain ignored him, turned, and strode to me. He took hold of my arm and
wrenched me along, away from Javier. I looked back, desperate to catch one last
glimpse of him, but Javier was alternately fighting the men and trying to keep
his hold on the rail as he climbed over. I thought about using my self-defense
moves—it would be easy enough to escape the captain’s grip—but then what? We
were a good mile offshore, and I was in long skirts. Even if I helped Javier
and Mateo get free and made it to the edge, I couldn’t swim that far,
especially in a dress. And there was no guarantee we could secure a rowboat.


Mateo was shouting, struggling, but
the men were doing as the captain had said—lashing him to the mast. I heard
them tear his shirt away, taunting him, as the captain opened his cabin door
and thrust me inside. “Stay here, my dear. I shall return to you shortly.”


Then
he slammed the door in my face. I could hear his muffled orders, setting guards
outside. I began to pace the small cabin, trying to think, trying to figure out
what Mateo and I would do without Javier. Without Javier.


I
scurried to the tiny window, the ancient glass too mottled to see more than odd
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WHAT'S NEXT??










Beginning to release April 2018 with Bethany House…





The Sugar Baron’s Daughters, a trilogy set in 1770s West
Indies (Caribbean). Revolution, pirates, vast sugar plantations, untold riches,
unspeakable hardship and tragedy…it’s what I’m writing now! In the meantime, I
hope you’ll look up one of my older books and follow me on Facebook, Instagram,
Twitter, or the web!





My web site: LisaTBergren.com (you can sign up for my
quarterly e-newsletter there too!)


Facebook.com/LisaTawnBergren


Twitter.com/LisaTBergren


Instagram.com/LisaTBergren
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