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CHAPTER 1
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AUGUST 19, 1674, ST. Augustine, Florida

The thunk and twang of a dagger stabbed into the scarred wooden tabletop, startling the five men in the room, especially the fellow whose hand it missed by a hair’s breadth. Yet, instead of pulling back, he turned one rheumy, red eye upward, his voice a gravelly hiss. “Go ahead. T’would rather a lost limb than my life on this foolhardy adventure. Ye’ve forgotten the mark around your neck. John Swithin is wanted as a pirate by the King of Spain, so to return to the place of ye’re crime to retrieve a mere trinket smacks of extreme pride.”

John’s fingers moved, unthinking, to the aforementioned scar, a bubbled line stretching from the base of his throat to a spot behind his ear, and the memory returned, the gibbet, the burn of the rope, his struggle to breathe. Conscious of the others’ stares, he lowered his hand, mashing it firmly to the table. “T’is for that very reason, I must go,” he said. “They would hang me, sure, but in this weather, I’ll not be caught.”

As if in response, the wind took up a lament, a thousand souls in hellish torment, and the air in the cramped room grew thick.

“That’s the sound of the devil willing ye to fall into his trap,” said another. 

John discounted it, waving one hand outward. “We are all the devil’s kin. Therefore, he will guide us to port.”

“On the back of a siren with lovely blonde locks,” the second man replied.

“I’ll go.” 

This response came from the youngest of them, fifteen-year-old Norman Hastings. The youngest and the bravest. There was never a battle he wouldn’t put himself in on behalf of the ship and its captain, himself, John Swithin. 

“I’ve no fear of sirens or waves,” he replied.

“Fine,” said the first man, “take the boy. He’s young and has lives to spare.”

John frowned at the speaker’s sarcasm. “I think, instead, I’ll take the old man with nothing to lose and leave the boy in charge in my absence.”

His statement had the needed effect, the “old man’s” face turning dark. Finished with the argument, John shoved to his feet, yanking his dagger from the tabletop. “I will, indeed, take the boy since he’s volunteered and is twice the man of the rest of ye. I’ll also take Yves to steer the boat.”

Yves Durand, a Frenchman who’d joined up with them only a year ago, had proven invaluable as a sailor, with twice the skill as the others. He was efficient and skilled.

“The rest of ye can go.” He waved his hand.

It was some few minutes before the room cleared. During that time, John shucked his great coat for one of lesser value and fastened his hair in a ratty cue. As the last of the previous group disappeared, he faced the two remaining. Yves twisted his mustache into a curlique, a habit he had that the others frequently made fun of.

“Here’s the plan,” John said, shifting his gaze to Norman. He was big for his age, with broad shoulders and larger-than-average hands. His face, however, told his age, smooth-skinned and ruddy. “The ‘trinket’, as it’s been so called, is in the parish church.”

“I am guess-ing your zhource for that know-ledge wore a skirt,” Yves replied in his accented English.

John crooked a smile. “Not for long. But, yes, at one point in time she had on a skirt. She also has an in-route to a certain friar with an ungodly penchant for her charms. She assures me she’s seen what I seek, else I would not risk so much.”

“You speak of the amulet?” Norman asked.

John dipped his chin. “It belonged to my grandfather originally. He promised it to me on my eighteenth birthday. Unfortunately, I was at sea on that date, compressed into British service. Never a more miserable lot than that.” He took a flintlock pistol from a cabinet on the left and tucked it beneath his shirt. “When I returned to land two years later, my dear mother was dead and it was gone, stolen by pirates.”

“Comical,” Norman replied.

“Indeed. I like to think had she not married that ... insufferable scoundrel ... who had the nerve to relocate her to Tortuga, a most terrible place for any woman to be forced to live, neither one of us would be in this mess. I would not have wasted good years eating weevils for King and country, and she would not have died of a hideous tropical disease. I promised her memory I’d retrieve the amulet, and I mean to do so. This will be my last and only chance.” He moved to the window and gazed out at an angry, gray sky. The storm would be a fierce one, possibly deadly. They had to time this perfectly or their lives really were at risk. A dinghy in these growing waves would surely capsize. 

He turned. “We row in, using the weather as our cover from the fort. There’s plenty of places to tie up past it. Yves, you stay with the boat. If ye’re discovered, I leave ye to escape as ye will.” He glanced toward Norman. “That goes for ye as well. However, I don’t expect any trouble. Those nasty Spaniards are notoriously weak where the weather is concerned. I imagine they’ll be wrapped-up indoors with a bottle in one hand, a lass in the other.” He clicked his heels together, crisply. “Norman and I will make our way to the church and gain entrance as beggars. Once inside, I’ll retrieve the prize and make my way back to the boat.”

“And if the weath-er grows worse?” Yves asked.

“Then, ye are both free to take cover as ye can. I pray it isn’t necessary and in a couple hours we’ll be back here to celebrate. Also ...” He eyed them both. “There’s an extra share at our next portage.”

This brought smiles to their faces. It would do the opposite to the others, who’d have to give up a portion of their spoils. But he believed loyalty worth rewarding, and this was a very dangerous mission, unlike the ones he’d done before. The last one, an attack on this very town by Robert Searle in 1668 had placed a price on his head. He’d been caught and condemned, but managed to escape, however, not until the rope had wrapped about his throat and his lungs had emptied. He didn’t fancy going through that again. 

“Are we agreed?” he asked.

He received two nods in response. He reached for a flask pouring clear amber liquid into three cups and raised his toward the ceiling. “To success,” he said.

They tipped their cups toward his. “Success,” they returned in unison.
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DAWN, AUGUST 20, 21st Century, Anastasia Island, Florida

Muggy sea air combined with her strenuous efforts to form a film of sweat on her skin and, over time, circles of dampness appeared on her sports bra, two beneath her arms and one along the neckline. The waistline of her spandex shorts also soaked it in, drops running river-like down her firm abdomen to pool in her naval.

Her lungs ached with the distance she’d run. Mouth parted, she huffed in and out, the sound of her breaths loud in her ears, the rapid beat of her heart taking over her chest. Swinging one arm forward after the other, she focused her gaze on the tiniest bit of light along the horizon and attempted to overlook the discomfort. A tinge of pink pushed back the night’s grayness, turning shapeless patches of sea grass an olive green and the inlet waters a healthy shade of blue. 

It would be another scorcher, matching, if not exceeding, yesterday’s temperature of ninety-five. A good run to the end of the island, a half hour to admire the sunrise, then a jog back, and she’d reward herself with a cup of peanut brittle ice cream. In the air-conditioning.

But perhaps she shouldn’t. It’d be easy to let herself go, forget the discipline of eight years in the Army, and some days, she leaned that way. Then she’d see someone come through the clinic in much worse shape than her and remember why she did it in the first place. Better to die running than sitting still. 

It was also a habit borne out of her singleness. She kept her own hours, spent money on whatever struck her fancy, and, in the end, had to argue with no one about any of it. She liked that part. Though, some nights, too many 1990s sitcoms later, she’d think she should go somewhere and dress up. That rarely happened, however.

Her parents’ move south to Vero Beach had taken them far enough away she only saw them a half-dozen times a year. Her brother had relocated to Chicago. That left only a handful of friends, none too close, and her nosy neighbor, Mrs. Bloch. 

Her efforts at dating had ended in miserable failure. A girl at the clinic had set her up with a guy she’d dubbed Mr. Portfolio. He’d been all about himself – his million-dollar condo in New York, his courtside season tickets to the Knicks, his fine wine collection. She’d dumped him quickly, but had to put up with his interest way longer. Then, there’d been Big Daddy Barbeque. He’d only ever wanted to eat, and always something smoky and coated in sauce. She’d almost had to kick him to the curb simply to avoid gaining weight. 

Wherever Mr. Right was, she hadn’t run across him yet and was tired of looking. God would have to drop him into her path, or she’d pass on by.

Thinking of God, she’d not grown up particularly religious or in a faith-oriented household. That had come about while watching good men die in Afghanistan, and, as an Army medic, she’d seen way more than the average soldier. She was proud of her service, but not so proud of the images that remained in her head. Only prayer, taught her by a guy in her unit, had ever helped. She prayed, knowing God listened and she could promptly let go of whatever bothered her. That belief had saved her mentally and helped her adjust to the pace of normal life.

The sun continued to rise, its blinding rays heating the side of her head, and she shut her eyes long enough to round the curve on the island and place the light behind her. Minutes later though, her back heated, she was done. She came to a halt, bending over, her hands on her knees, and, hanging there, started at the sight of a strange shape in the water. A length of wood jutting into the sand suspended a dark mass that bobbed up and down in the motion of the waves. 

Curious, she walked further, and the shape reformed to arms, legs, and a sea of matted, black hair. He, for it appeared to be a man, wore a pre-colonial costume of some sort, knee breeches and a thick, brown coat. 

Her medical knowledge immediately took over. Grasping his shoulders, she flipped him right-side up and dragged him higher on the sand. His skin was pasty, his chest-length beard coated in dried salt. 

She parted his coat, looking for wounds, and started at the ancient pistol and dagger set stuffed in his waistband. “Holy Moses. Those are real.” Real weapons. Strange costume. His presence on this stretch of shoreline meant he’d either hiked there in the dark ... doubtful ... or he’d fallen off a ship. She glanced at the shard of wood. Not a ship, a small boat. Why in the world would he be boating in the dark dressed like that? 

Detaching his weapons, she tossed them out of reach and bent her ear to his lips. Nothing. Not good. “C’mon fellow, you and me are about to do the lip tango. Not breathing is a bad idea.”

Placing, the heel of her hands on his breastbone, she made a string of rapid compressions, counting each one, then tilted his head back, pinching his nose, and gave two long breaths. His chest rose and fell.

“Not on my watch,” she said, her mind fleeing back to her time in the desert. “I don’t care how ugly you are. No one dies on my watch.”

She’d said that when the mangled body of an Afghani had come through. Her job was to save him, not judge his behavior. She’d gotten some flak for it from both nurses and soldiers alike, but never regretted her actions. A life was a life, and she’d taken an oath to save, not kill, people.

Repeating the compressions, she gave the man a couple more breaths, and he heaved upward, spouting sea water, then fell back with a groan. She pressed two fingers to his wrist, taking his pulse, and at that instant, his eyes opened. He stared at her, his chocolate-colored gaze, surprisingly bright. Startled, he scrambled backwards into the water. 

“A siren,” he spat. “I’ll not be tempted. Better to drown of my own wits, than let ye lure me to my death.”

Her brow creased. “I’m a doctor ... did two tours overseas, and I just saved your life.”

He appeared not to hear this last part. “A doctor? And you’re a female? What are the times coming to?” 

She mashed two fingers to her brow, staving off a sudden head pain. This guy was carrying the costume thing too far.

He reached a hand to his waist and, encountering nothing, spun about in the water. “My weapons have come loose, and where ... where ... where is it?” He felt of his coat pocket then pushed to his feet. Weak, he wobbled in place.

“Where is what?” she asked. “And if by weapons, you mean these ...” She reversed and plucked his dagger and pistol from the soil, waving them in front of her. “I think I’ll hang onto them.”

But that, apparently, was out of the question. He plunged in her direction, kicking up a fine spray of water from his heels and, leaping forward, swung the flat of his hand in her direction. She ducked and tossed the pistol even further up the sand, at the same time, turning the dagger outward, the point bearing down on his throat.

The man paused, one hand raised to either side. “T’would seem I owe ye an explanation. I simply meant to recover the items.”

“Bad idea. Those same years overseas taught me self-defense as well. I just never thought I’d have to use it on a guy in a costume.”

This remark changed his gaze. He drew in a breath. “Yes, well ... my goal was to look like a beggar, else the friar wouldn’t let me in.” 

The friar? Of what? Her questions must have displayed themselves fully because he continued.

“At the parish church in town. He had a precious object belonging to me, and I wished to retrieve it. I succeeded, but not without being discovered first. The guards pursued, and I was forced to flee in the storm ...”

She dropped her arm to her side, the dagger still cradled in her hand. “Storm? What storm?”

“Last eve’s wrath of God, a most terrible wind and waves, proved too much for our small craft and before I knew it, it’d capsized. The boy and the boatman were lost to the waves.”

He was serious and, given his appearance, his shirt and breeches torn, a large lump forming on his forehead, he looked as if he’d lived through ... something. Her gaze moved to the remains from the boat. Clenching the dagger tightly, she made her way to the shard of wood and yanked it free of the soil. She looked up to find his frank-eyed gaze on her. It was a look she recognized, the one a man gives a woman he’s interested in. But she couldn’t place the lust in it, nor why, instead of being frightened, she found herself drawn in. 

“What? You’ve not seen a woman before?” she asked. “I should have on a wench’s outfit, my breasts shoved up to my throat?”

He crooked a smile. “I much prefer ye as ye are. I simply can’t place why a woman of yer beauty would choose to walk about unclothed.”

“Unclothed? I was exercising ... can’t do that in a dress.” She dropped the shard of wood. “And for your information, there was no storm last night. It’s been dry and sunny for days.”

His mouth tipped downward at the corners, his brow tightening. “There was a storm, but perhaps, I floated further south than I imagined and ye did not encounter it.”

“Well, where did you start from?” she asked.

He revolved to face the waves, one finger pointed toward the horizon. “T’was in the inlet. Our ship, the Black Dragon, a hearty sloop of one mast, was anchored off the coast. Three of us rowed in, passing the great fort in the darkness. We made landfall in that troubled city, St. Augustine.”

A slow throb began between her eyes. He rowed in from a sailing ship? No one did that and there’d been no storm. Delusional. Maybe he was on drugs and living in a fantasy world. If so, that made him dangerous and her really stupid for standing here. Her pulse skipped, fear shoving upwards, and in a split second decision, she whirled and raced for his pistol. 

He followed suit, his booted feet slapping the soil. However, she got there first. Raising the pistol, her hand unwavering, she aimed it for his head. “This thing is old and wet,” she said, “which means it might not fire. Then again, it might. I don’t like the thought of blowing your brains out. But take one step and I will.”

He stared back at her, nonplussed. 

At that instant, the blast of a boat’s horn filled the atmosphere, and the man turned. “What in God’s name is that?” he asked.

She glanced past him at the fishing boat moving through the channel. “A fisherman.”

“It travels without sails?”

Without sails? A new thought formed in her head. If he was delusional, he could think he’d gone through time, hence the costume, the boat, the cockamamie story. But where’d he get a working flintlock? Not like those were easily purchased.

“Tell me your name,” she said.

He glanced over his shoulder. “If I do, ye’ll report me to the Crown, and they’ll hang me for the pirate I am.” He tugged at the collar of his shirt. “I’ve done that already and don’t wish to repeat it.”

“Sh ... oot.” 

His eyebrows lifted. She lowered the pistol to her side and approached. With her free hand, she fingered the scar circumnavigating his neck. He’d been hung, and for long enough he should be dead. But it wasn’t recent, perhaps a few years ago.

“Your name?” she asked again. “Whoever did that to you ought to be prosecuted. I know people. I can help.”

He pursed his lips. “Ye’ve been to Port Royal? T’was them that hanged me and would’ve been just, except I fancied not to die.”

“Port Royal? Jamaica?”

He nodded. “Convicted for my place in the invasion of Robert Searle.”

The throb in her brain became a tornadic rush. Robert Searle. Anyone up on St. Augustine history knew that was in sixteen sixty-eight. Wanted for piracy, he’d been caught in Port Royal, Jamaica, and imprisoned. Delusional. Her friend here was definitely delusional, except he had a mark on his neck that said he’d been hung, and—

“What year is it?” she asked him, instead.

His brow wrinkled. “T’is sixteen hundred and seventy-four.”

“Six-teen ... seventy-four? A-and the date?”

“The nineteenth of August, or it was. T’would be the twentieth now. Why? Have ye lost count of the days?”

She dragged in a breath. “No, I know what day it is. My name is Idelle Prescott, and it is August the twentieth. But this is the 21st century.”

His expression never changed. His face lined, his eyes hard, he gave the slightest dip of his chin. “Let me introduce myself. Captain John Swithin,” he replied, “and I think ye’ve taken opiates.” 
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CHAPTER 2
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“OPIATES?” 

Idelle Prescott was decidedly annoyed. Never had he met a more disagreeable and confused female. To be outdoors wearing ... whatever she was wearing ... on its own, gave him questions of her sobriety. Now, to insist it was far into the future was ridiculous. Granted, there’d been the boat without sails, but perhaps that could be explained.

He looked back toward the inlet. He’d been rowing, he, Yves, and the boy, Norman, all hanging on for dear life. The wind had turned especially fierce, to a degree he’d begun to think the talk of God’s wrath to be just. Water filling the bottom of the small craft, it’d split apart and begun to sink. 

I cannot swim, Yves had shouted. And neither could he. The boy was, as usual for his stout fortitude, completely calm. Within seconds, he’d known they were all going in and strangely enough, whispered a prayer for their safety. The last thing he remembered was the boat upturning and the amulet he’d come so far to retrieve floating away on a broken oar.

“I must find it,” John said. “The amulet has to be here somewhere.” Or it could be sunk to the bottom of the inlet. But hope in his breast, he strode west, gazing along the sand. Scattered shells and bits of seaweed clung to the sandy shoreline. A sea bird fluttered up from the ground with a squawk.

The girl, Idelle, dashed after him, catching up quickly. She was surprisingly strong for a female and visually fit. That, of course, had caused his mind to go distinctly south to other pleasures.

“What amulet?” she asked.

“My grandfather’s.” He concentrated his thoughts. “T’was the entire reason for the dangerous trip. The storm provided security from the Spaniards, hiding our craft from their cannons. We tied up along the sea wall. Then the boy and I made our way to the parish church to procure it.”

“Which you did,” she said. “You ... you said you did.”

He nodded, not stopping his long stride. “But the vixen who’d told me it was there also told the priest I was coming. T’was all a trap.”

“Why would she do that?”

He halted, and she ran into him. Not bothering to hide his interest or remove himself from the contact, he tilted his head and enjoyed it. His voice lowered. “Gold. The Spanish Crown paid her a healthy sum I imagine. What’s to say ye won’t do the same?”

Tiny lines forming on her forehead, one hand curved over her hip. “Spanish Crown? Florida hasn’t been Spanish since the early eighteen hundreds. Well, actually ...” She tapped one finger on her nose. “It was Spanish, then British, then Spanish again. But it became American in sometime in the eighteen hundreds.”

“American?”

She nodded. “This is the United States, but since you’re convinced you’re some seventeenth century pirate, you wouldn’t know that. You’ve missed the American Revolution, the War of 1812, the Mexican American War, the American Civil War, the Spanish-American War ...”

“A war with Spain?” 

Again, she dipped her chin. “With Spain over Cuba. Then there were two World Wars, a war in Korea, and another in Vietnam ... I’m sure I’ve missed a dozen smaller ones.”

“And this country ... this ‘America’ still exists after all that?”

The smile on her face could have lit a lantern. It enhanced her already stunning beauty, but to his mind, in an entirely different way. It showed her confidence – in who she was and in whatever this ‘America’ was. 

“Your amulet,” she began. “Is it worth something? You know, valuable?”

He didn’t respond right away. It had no intrinsic value. He’d not known that until handling it. A hand-engraved silver disk strung on a leather thong, it bore the inscription, Futurum tuī est, or “The future is yours,” and his grandfather’s name. He hadn’t known about that either. Instead, it was the legend behind it that had caused him to seek it. His mother used to say the wearer would find his or her greatest future. 

That adage spread wide in his mind, and his thoughts shifted to the fact that the girl was so close. Close and tempting, her lips slightly parted. Overwhelmed, in one swift motion, he pressed his mouth to hers. Blinding pain in his groin sent him tumbling to the earth. He rolled into a ball.

“A delusional pervert,” the girl said. “You aren’t any pirate. You don’t talk like a pirate or act like a pirate. You have no ship. And it isn’t sixteen seventy-four. You need to be committed.” She flounced off, his weapons in her grip.

Abandoned. She was abandoning him here? Given his ship didn’t sink, it’d now be miles away and nothing on this godforsaken land but more sand, a lot of birds, ... and her. Panic ensued. Despite the continuing ache in his extremities, he crawled to his feet and ran after her. She was quick, and, upon hearing his approach, raced away even quicker. Soon, they were sprinting down the sand. He closed the gap, his longer stride giving the advantage, and, fingers extended, grasped her arm and pulled her to a stop. The force of his grip slung them both in a circle. He fell backward, landing hard on his back, and she fell forward, folding over his chest.

Time held still, the only movement between them the even rise and fall of their breaths. She was pleasant, firm and warm. His desire for her returned. He’d always fancied the soft ones whose curvaceous flesh brought comfort, but perhaps, a woman of strength would give a bit of sport.

“Why do I want you to do that again?” she asked, her voice soft.

He answered her question with another. “Why did I feel compelled to do it to begin with?”

She didn’t
























































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/image001.jpg
Tal!{ lkea





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





