Claude Fiske, once Captain Barbosa of the Black Pearl, most feared immortal pirate of the Caribbean nearly two centuries earlier, looked around his quarters with dissatisfaction. The Count was a difficult employer at best, but there was little room for piracy the way Fiske had once practiced it. Ships were faster, crews more intelligent and piracy was no longer a hit and run sort of game played with far distant governments. He stopped his pacing long enough to run a hand over the silk draped chest occupying a corner of his room. A wicked smile cut across his swarthy face. As long as this one secret was kept, he was safe.

The smile was replaced with a frown as he fingered the ornate skull medallion that hung from the chain around his neck. There were two other coins missing. One was kept stitched to the vest that his monkey Jack wore. Fiske thought he knew who had the third coin and grumbled about it. Some day, he and that other immortal would meet, and this time there would be no mistake about survival, none at all. The monkey leaped from its perch to land on Fiske’s shoulder, the man absently stroking the fur as he paced his room.

A few moments later, Fiske stalked out of the room, Jack riding on his shoulder and wondering if there would be food at the end of their trip. Jack was hungry. He was always hungry, no matter how much he ate. The animal’s eyes glittered eerily. Some days it didn’t matter. Today, the monkey wanted to be full.

As Fiske strode down the corridor toward the kitchen, he felt a tug. It wasn’t a physical tug. No one except Jack would touch Fiske without his leave. No, this was the tug the gold exerted on the cursed. He started to brush the tug aside, then realized it wasn’t the chest, it was lighter than the always-buzzing pull of the chest. This was the light brush of another piece of the treasure.

“Jack,” he snarled silently. The monkey on his shoulder chattered excitedly. The animal could sense his master’s moods. Fiske closed his eyes and tried to focus on that butterfly touch. Jack Sparrow, that confounded lucky bastard, was somewhere nearby. As he tried to trace the touch, he realized that it had been there for a while. He opened his eyes, unable to reach out and locate Sparrow immediately. “Well, now, Jack,” he said, stroking the monkey, “It looks like we’ll be havin’ company soon. Perhaps this time, we’ll be able to make an end o’ yer namesake, boy. There’s no Miss Swan and no blasted whelp named Turner to help him.” 

He pulled the monkey into his arms. “We’ll have to give up bein’ immortal for a while. But the price is worth the admission if it means an end to Jack Sparrow.” Fiske’s eyes glittered evilly. “Captain Jack Sparrow,” he repeated with emphasis on the captain. “Ay, we’ll see the last o’ that boy, now.” Memories of a triumph snatched from him made his face dark and frightening as he walked on down the hallway.

The man under consideration stopped in his tracks, something cold trickling down his back and setting every internal alarm he had jangling. He took an unobtrusive look around. No one looked familiar. The jangling settled out leaving him curious as to what had just happened. He suspected he was close to someone who held a coin, someone else who was cursed with the immortality of that chest of Aztec gold. There were few he could think of still alive who would wish him ill, fewer still aware of the power that lay within the chest. Only one name came to mind as he considered the combination of the two forces.

“Barbosa,” he breathed in disbelief. Yet he could think of none other who would harbor such hatred for Jack Sparrow. Perhaps the pirate had not crawled away to die; perhaps he had done something else. It was not a comfortable thought.

“’ey! Mister!” A very grimy urchin tugged at Jack’s coat. “I got sum’in’ fer yuh.” Disengaging his coat from the dirty hand Jack asked what the boy might have for him. “Guls,” came the answer, whispered, with a quick look around to make certain they were not observed. “Fresh’uns. Ain’t bin broked in yit. Ripe orf th’boat they be. Cheep.”

There was something very wrong about this come on. Which inspired Jack to go investigate. If they were fresh and willing lasses, well, so much the better. If not …. Jack’s grin was not one of the reassuring sort he turned on his friends.

He looked the produced girls over. They all stood in need of baths, but that was not what distressed Jack’s sensibilities. He came from a time when bathing was frequently an accident of falling overboard and not something to be courted on land. What he sensed was fear, overwhelming fear. Not one girl was of the kind of background that led to willingly embracing the life of a whore. Several seemed not to speak English at all, these being of Asian extraction. Under cover of looking one of them over, he softly asked her name and if she was willing.

Dread kept her from looking up at the man who spoke her own language, if oddly accented. She gave him her name and nod that spoke volumes. He pushed her back into the line and looked over it again, apparently bored with what he saw. 

“Fresh?” he drawled. “More like rolled in dirt and planted. Not a likely one in the bunch.” His cheeky grin apparently satisfied the couple of men watching the girls. They were not so happy when he pulled his pistol and shot one between the eyes. “There are five more,” Jack informed him, his aim never wavering.

“’ere. Those is ours, rightfully got.”

“Stolen?”

“Ain’t nobut lookin’ fer ‘em. Orphings, they is. Earns they keep they does, or out they goes.”

“These don’t even speak English.” He pointed to the four Asian girls. “They can’t even ask what a man wants. Who d’you think yer foolin’?”

For an answer, the big man tried to rush Jack. Two shots took him down, drowning in his own blood and complaining that he was dying for a bit of ass that was no better than it should be. Jack waited for his final breath to pass before looking around at the girls. What was he thinking? A dozen sets of frightened eyes looked at the body and then to him. What was he going to do now?

“All right. Any of you already lost what that lot wanted to sell me?” Two of them burst into tears. “It’s all right, darlin’s,” he told them, keeping his pistol ready, but putting an arm around them as well. “It’s all right. Ol’ Jack’ll think of sumthin’.” Old Jack was going to need some help. He turned his attention to the girl whose name he’d learned and fired off a couple of questions.

She eyed him speculatively for a moment, then nodded and whispered to her companions. The four slipped away, returning several minutes later with coats and cloaks. “This one did not find dresses as the English wear, Captain Sparrow,” the leader told him softly. One eyebrow raised in inquiry and received an impish smile in answer. “You are not unknown to my people in Shanghai, Captain.”

Oh, Lord. “Let’s get out of here.” Slowly, he shepherded his flock out of the building and into a form of freedom. What the master of the aurora would say when Jack arrived with a dozen girls stolen from their homes and then stolen from their new owners he did not want to contemplate.

As they were moving out of one alley into another, Jack felt that shiver of closeness again. Somewhere nearby was the gold, his gold, the cursed gold he had thought never to see again. He wanted that gold badly, yet he also wanted to get the young ladies off his hands. With a short internal struggle, he went with his better instincts, promising he would return and explore the area more thoroughly. 

Shortly thereafter, he hailed two hackney coaches and loaded his spoils into them, giving both drivers the direction and promising a good tip could they arrive, cargo in tact, with no delays. Both drivers took in the pistol stuck in the waistband of Jack’s pants and decided that a good tip was better than a possible shooting any day.

Passpartout’s eyes goggled slightly at the sight meeting his eyes as he opened the door of the Aurora to Jack’s imperious summons. “Captains Sparrow! You have been doing what? The Master is not being happy at this Captains Sparrow!”

Jack finished ushering the ladies in and turned to Passpartout, taking a deep breath to make explanations. He deflated slightly and settled for the truth. “Slavers. I rescued them. They need baths, food and someone to find out if there is anyone who actually will miss them. Those that can be returned to their homes should be returned.”

“And those that cannots?”

“I’ll think of something.”

The rustle of a woman’s gown entering the living area made him turn. Rebecca. What was Rebecca Fogg doing here? Her eyes traveled over his companions and her fine eyebrows rose as her gaze came to settle on him. She waited.

Jack’s mouth opened and closed a couple of times as he discarded several explanations, none of which sounded more than hollow in his ears. “I didn’t find him. I did rescue them.” He pointed at the girls. “Right. I’ll be back.” With that, he left again.

