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      Evisceration.

      Disembowelment.

      A slow death by the Rack.

      Keelhauling.

      What a terrible pity I could only pick one way to kill her.

      I was pulled from my violent fantasies by someone near me pointedly clearing their throat.

      No point in putting it off any longer. I pulled my hat off my face and smiled brilliantly at the dozen red-coated members of the British navy surrounding where I had parked my butt under a shady palm tree. Just beyond them, the cerulean ocean placidly lapped at the golden shore. It was a beautiful place. It was just a giant shame about how I had ended up there, and even more of a pity about the company I had now.

      "Good day, officers," I said, tilting my face up to see them better. "How can I help?"

      "Captain Magdalene Flint." Their leader stepped forward.

      "Just call me Magpie, all my friends do." I smiled enough to show teeth. He did not return my smile, and I knew my rapier wit was lost on him. He was Commodore Benedict Saint Stephen, who had been in charge of this patch of the Caribbean for the last few years. His coat was a resplendent, plush blue, with gold trim and an ornate brocade lining. Damn, I'd love a coat like that. Unfortunately, they were hard to come by even in my line of work. Commodores were hard to find and harder to kill.

      "We're not friends," the commodore said stiffly, his gun trained on me. A bit of an overkill as far as I was concerned, since I was completely unarmed. "Captain Flint, by order of the British Crown, you are under arrest for egregious acts of piracy. Surrender at once and return to face trial in Port Elizabeth."

      I sighed and sat up from my shady repose, and was greeted by the sound of a half dozen flintlocks being cocked in my direction.

      "Commodore, is all this firepower necessary? I'm unarmed. I trust you not to shoot me, being a man of honour and all but I think your lads are a mite on the jumpy side. Is this their first time dealing with a suspected pirate?" The commodore glanced at his officers, irritated.

      "Put it away men, that's an order. We won't be shooting her unless she fails to surrender." He looked back at me. I always wondered how he did as well as he did on the seas, he looked like he was made entirely out of starched shirts and there was barely a sheen of sweat on his face, despite that ridiculous curled white wig he wore under his enormous commodore hat. It was before the noon heat had hit, it was true, but I'd already lost all my lustre from my morning swim and was sweating like a pig. Commodore Starched Shirt over there was looking as neat as a pin. It wasn't fair, I tell you.

      "Captain," the commodore snapped. I stopped thinking about how clean he was and paid attention again. "Put your hands up, and surrender."

      "Yes, about that. You see,” I paused dramatically. “I'm not Captain Magpie Flint."

      The commodore shut his eyes for a second. When he opened them, he looked like he was trying to get the better of the urge to say something that was not befitting his station.

      "I'm quite sure you, in fact, are. The wanted posters are quite a clear match in this particular instance."

      "What's my bounty up to now?"

      "I think it was up around two hundred guineas," one of the sailors said. The commodore shot him a withering look, and the sailor fell silent, embarrassed.

      "Your bounty is not the point here. We're working for the common good of law, and you just admitted you are Captain Flint, so stand up slowly, hands where we can see them, and we can escort you to your guest room in the brig."

      "Ah," I said, grinning again, and rising slowly to my feet, my hands held up high. I'd been sitting on this beach for three days, with nothing to think about other than ways of murdering my mutinous first mate Elspeth Herringbone, and how I was going to talk my way out of being arrested when the British navy inevitably arrived at this island, which was one of their regular stops to take on fresh water. I had thought of several scenarios, but by far my favourite was what to do in the event that I was confronted by the commodore himself. I was more delighted than I had any right to be in getting to try out my theory.

      "You misunderstood me, commodore, I didn't say I wasn't Magpie Flint. It's just I'm not Captain Magpie Flint. See, it's my understanding that as per the British Naval Code that in order to arrest someone for piracy they must either be the captain of their own ship and be acting under no orders national or international recognised by His Majesty King George, or they must belong to a ship and a captain that fits the aforementioned description. Now, you can take as long as you want to look around this island, but I can tell you for certain you won't find any ship. Therefore, I'm not a captain, nor attached to any ship. Ergo, I cannot possibly be a pirate." I grinned, laced my fingers behind my head and leaned back against the palm tree to await his response. The commodore's jaw clenched as he stared at me.

      "Southwark, did the scouts find any ships,” St Stephen asked, without taking his eyes off me.

      "No, commodore," one of the sailors reluctantly admitted. "No ships anchored around this island at all. Not so much as a fishing dinghy."

      "There are actually three fishing dinghies inland," I told Southwark. "They're with your cache of emergency supplies, but they're marked as property of the British crown, so again, not pirate ships."

      "But if you used a ship of the British crown without permission, that's piracy," the Commodore replied, seizing on the idea. I shrugged.

      "I know. I think you'll find they haven't been moved in quite some time. I've been enjoying a refreshing diet of coconuts and crab salad, with mangoes for dessert."

      "Fer chrissake’s commodore, she's a bloody pirate, we know who she is, just clap her in irons and throw her in the brig," a tall brute of a sailor said, dark patches in his mouth where his teeth ought to have been. His shoulders strained against the naval jacket. Damned if that man hadn't been a pirate at some point in his life.

      "We obey the law, Waites, that is what makes us different from the pirates," the commodore snapped at the man. "We are the law on these oceans." He lowered his flintlock. "If there are no ships within sight, then you have quite simply, nowhere to go from here."

      God, how I loved it when people were lawful. And Commodore St Stephen was lawful to an absolute fault, and I planned to use that entirely to my advantage.

      "Indeed," I said, pushing myself off from the palm tree, and slowly walking towards him, with my hands still in the air. My bare feet crunched on the sand, every part of me was coated with sea salt, sweat and sand. I was tanned, scarred and tattooed. I was the opposite of the crisp, clean lawman in every way and despite the fact he was a head taller than me and had a dozen armed men surrounding me, I had him on the line. I couldn’t wait to see his face when he realised. "In fact, Commodore, I'm in a spot of distress. I have no ship. I have no supplies. I'm marooned. And according to the British Naval Code, Chapter 14, section 36A, it is the legal and moral duty of the members of the British Navy to take on board those who are the victim of marooning, and to treat them with hospitality until such time as they are returned to a reasonable port." I stood right in front of the commodore, my tanned arms crossed under my breasts. Anger burned in his dark eyes and he looked ready to murder me.

      We both knew he was going to do exactly as I predicted.

      "Miss Flint is right," he said at last, through clenched teeth. "We are indeed obligated to provide passage and hospitality to those we find marooned."

      "Real hospitality. Not the brig."

      "Not the brig," he agreed, though the effort cost him. His men were staring at him incredulously.

      "But commodore -"

      "You heard me!" he roared suddenly, before mastering himself. "Miss Flint will be given all due hospitality, as well as a constant escort to make sure she does not endanger herself in any way on our ship, seeing as she is - so inexperienced with them. We will take her to the thriving port of Port Elizabeth and I'm sure, from there, she'll be able to... find her way back to her usual means of employment."

      "I've heard great things about Port Elizabeth. I heard all the gold goes through there."

      This time it was the commodore who showed his teeth in a smile. "Your avarice will get the better of you in Port Elizabeth, pirate, or you'll be forced to do honest work for a living. It's all the same to me." He extended his arm mockingly. I was pleased to take it, making sure my grubby linen shirt was pressed against his immaculately clean coat. "I'll return Miss Flint to the ship. Southwark, you have charge of the resupply. We cast off as planned. We have important cargo to deliver to Port Elizabeth."
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      "So Miss Flint," Commodore St Stephen said as he all but dragged me down the beach. "How did you come to be all on your own on this naval island."

      My conniving cunt of a first mate had enacted a mutiny and dumped me there to starve or preferably, be arrested. She hadn't picked a resupply island for the navy by accident, I’ll bet you all the gold in Davy Jones’s belly on that fact. But I wasn't about to tell my new friend the commodore that. I didn't want him deciding to chase off after Elspeth and my ship. If anyone was going to catch, humiliate, and murder her, it was going to be me. That was what I'd been fantasizing about when he'd so rudely interrupted my nap under the tree.

      "I was on the island when the ship left without me," was what I said aloud.

      "It must have been a tragic mistake," he said, deadpan. "Who would want to leave you behind?"

      "Why, Commodore, are you flirting?” I asked, with a grin. The muscles in his jaw worked, and he yanked me just a little hard. I feigned a stumble. “Why, Commodore, I'm afraid of being alone with you. I'm afraid you might just drown me in a fit of anger. Your sterling reputation will be ruined, cold comfort that will be to me, when I sink down to Davy Jones’ locker."

      "Rest assured, Miss Flint, you have no reason to fear violence, from myself or my crew. Not that you will be spending much time with my crew. I won't be giving you the slightest opportunity to turn them against me," the commodore told me. He could barely hide his sneer, even as his voice was a bored deadpan.

      "You think I could turn a full crew of His Majesty's sworn naval officers to piracy if left alone for five minutes?" I laughed. "Commodore, you flatter me. I couldn’t manage that. Well, more accurately, I wouldn't take the risk."

      "Oh?" he asked, glancing at me. I caught his surreptitious glance down at my chest. Mr Crisp 'n Clean still had hormones and my bosom was very fine indeed if I do say so myself. Would my womanly wiles work on him, I wondered. He looked far too buttoned up for that, and I couldn't imagine sex with him being anything other than extremely boring. It might be worth it, I thought, if only to find out what he looks like without that ridiculous wig.

      "I'm gambling woman, you know that already,” I answered. “But I'm still alive, so I like to think I'm a very good gambler. You have a reputation for being a stickler for the rules, which you enforce by making sure you hold up your end of bargains. You're a better man than most to work for, and all the captains under you are held to that. So if I wanted to turn your crew away from you, I'd have to offer them better than that, and I'd have to be damned sure that not one of them was as pointlessly lawful as you. Since I'm going to be on your flagship, I'm going to assume you have your favourite and most trusted sailors with you, which means the ones with the biggest sticks up their backsides. I don't rate my chances of turning them, not with a meagre - what was it, two hundred guinea bounty?" I shook my head. "Might as well be cutting my own throat. You're going to have a model prisoner on your hands, Commodore."

      "Guest, Miss Flint," he reminded me, lip quirking into a smirk. "Remember how you are not a pirate?"

      "That's right. It's been three long days in the sun. Nothing to do but nap, eat and take long swims. Naked." I looked at him out of the corner of my eye.

      "That might work on lesser men, Miss Flint, but it won't work on me."

      "I just wanted to see if you’d blush." He hadn't. He just looked more irritated with me than before. I should quit while I was ahead but I did love rubbing authority the wrong way, and I'd had so few chances of getting to needle an actual commodore. I might never have the opportunity again.

      "I'm a commodore of the British Navy," he informed me, with the gravity of a judge handing down a sentence. "I don't blush."

      Before I had a chance to make a witty reply, we came around a corner, and I could see the flagship of the British Navy, Portia, anchored just off the coast. Navy sailors worked as busy as ants on the beach, in orderly lines, the well-practised formations of resupplying. I felt a pang in my chest, remembering the times with my crew when we'd worked together as one. How could they have mutinied? Did Elspeth have something on them? I didn't want to believe they did it for any reason other than extremely good leverage.

      It was heartbreaking to lose my ship and my crew. It was a betrayal and a loss that hurt so much, I didn't want to think about it. Not without plenty of rum and a comforting pair of arms to dull the pain. It's why I liked anger. I'd been angry most of my life. I knew what to do with anger. Sadness could sink into the deep as far as I was concerned.

      I suddenly realised that the commodore was watching me expectantly.

      "Oh, right, you wanted me to say something," I said, covering my internal turmoil with barbed sarcasm.

      "It's polite when you meet a man's wife."

      It took me a second to realise he'd made a joke.

      "Commodore, was that a joke? I didn't realise you knew what those were."

      "I don't approve of them. But Portia is the most important woman in my life, therefore I think of no better term than wife." He looked fondly at the ship, then back to me, his gaze dangerous. "I will hurt you if you hurt her."

      If Portia were my ship, I'd feel that way about her too. She was a beautiful ship, maintained with obvious care and no small expense. Given how far out into the Caribbean we were, she should have had some sign of travel wear on her, but even from where I stood, ankle-deep in golden sand, she gleamed. I’d bet her sails weren't patchy, and even her cannons were polished. She was the perfect fit for Commodore St Stephen: regulation perfect.

      "She's not my kind of ship, I prefer something..." I struggled to think of something that was wrong with it. There was nothing wrong it, other than the owner.

      "With fewer cannons? Less cargo space? Less speed?" He swelled with pride. "She's the fastest and most powerful ship on these seas. You could not have a finer ship than this, nor would you be able to appreciate her if you did. You only care about what you can steal and what it’s worth to you. How many ships do you scuttle a year? Five?"

      "I've only had two ships, and I've never sunk a ship worth sailing." I snapped. He turned on me so suddenly I took a step back without thinking. His broad shoulders and height blocked out the sun as he suddenly loomed over me.

      “Listen to me, and listen to me properly,” he said, his voice steelier than some of those weapons brandished at me earlier. “If I catch you with one toe out of line on my ship, you are done. If I catch you in the wrong place, or with your hand in a drawer or a pocket where it shouldn’t be, if I catch you even looking like you’re thinking about doing something illegal, I will punish you to the absolute fullest extent of the law. No, keep listening,” he commanded as I opened my mouth to say something flippant. “I know who you are and what you are and what you do for a living, or fun, or whatever reason drives you to meddle in the affairs of honest sailors across these seas. You won’t evade me forever. And,” he leaned closer, his mouth almost next to my ear, “I’ll be there when they hang you, and I will keep your boots as my prize.”

      His cold, sincere tone chilled me deep inside, and a shiver ran down my spine. I could feel he meant every word. I’d known, of course, Commodore St Stephen wanted every last one of us lawless pirates off his seas, even if he was delusional about the honesty of everyone else on the waters. But I had not ever been so coldly threatened by someone. Plenty of people threatened to kill me, but they usually ended up dead shortly thereafter. The commodore and I were in a deadlock, neither of us could raise a hand against the other. Him because of his pathological desire to keep the letter of the law. And me because I couldn’t give him an excuse to prosecute me.

      I took a deep breath, and looked him in the eyes, forcing myself to smile. Can’t let the law see you rattled.

      “Not today, Commodore. For one thing, I don’t have any boots right now.”

      “Not today,” he agreed, then stepped away, letting the sun come flooding back. I let out a quiet breath. Without further talk, he half marched, half dragged me over the loading site. As sailors caught sight of me, whispers broke out.

      Magpie Flint, they whispered. We’ve caught her. We’ve caught the Magpie.

      Either that wanted poster was a better likeness than most, or I was getting more famous than I knew.

      “Miss Flint has been marooned,” Commodore St Stephen announced to his men. “As per our legal obligations, we are providing her with rescue and hospitality. I’m sure she will find herself most at home in Port Elizabeth.”

      Both he and I were suddenly aware of the way the crew were looking at me. With barely concealed hatred and avarice. Maybe I overestimated how law-abiding his crew were. He too seemed to sense the rising animosity against me and kept his grip on my arm.

      “We’ll return to the ship at once to negotiate the terms of passage. Southwark has charge of loading. Look to be ready as scheduled.” With that, he pushed me toward a dinghy and pressed the oars into my hand. Wordlessly, I began to row. He smiled. So did I. He had no idea what I was going to subject him to next.
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      The commodore slammed the door to his cabin behind us, meaning the two of us were now alone, in even tighter quarters than the dinghy.

      “Sit down, and hands where I can see them.”

      “Give me a moment. I want to enjoy this.” I took a deep breath as I looked around the room. He might be the cleanest man on the sea, but he still had the faint musk of a sailor. His cabin particularly had that inexpressibly masculine scent, amidst the competing notes of brine, sweat, leather, gunpowder, and ink. He might have been impeccably put together but it turned out that backstage he was just like every other man.

      He knew it too. Despite his earlier announcement that he didn’t blush, a red flush crept up his neck, as he realised he had discarded clothes on the floor and unfiled paperwork on the table. I was lucky if my cabin looked this tidy on a good day, but to him, I could tell it was a shambles.

      With great effort, I kept my mouth shut. I could afford to let this go. Sitting down in the chair he indicated, I leaned back and waited for him to speak.

      “Perhaps the brig would be a better place for you to stay until we reach Port Elizabeth,” he said, taking a seat opposite me, behind a desk. “For your safety. Please understand this is an offer, not a consignment.”

      "Why? So you don't have to see your men slit my throat?" I raised an eyebrow. He looked pained. "Struggling with the idea that your men aren't as law-abiding as you are?"

      "I think you underestimate your notoriety." He leaned forward, placing his laced fingers on the table. "Believe me, I want you to reach Port Elizabeth alive. It's not a good look for me to have you killed en route."

      "I'm going to be the one that's dead, Commodore. You're just going to have to come up with a better plan to keep me alive." I made a show of getting comfortable in my seat, and let my eyes rove around the cabin. It had an air of 'naval issue' about it, though I'd be lying if I said I was strictly familiar with what that looked like. There was plenty of paperwork, and all the furniture matched, two things that were definitely not true of my cabin nor the cabin of any nautical entrepreneur I'd seen. Even though the log on the table in front of me was upside down to me, I could see it was up to date to within minutes of dropping anchor on the supply atoll. I wondered what he would put in there about our encounter. To the left of me, on the nearest wall, next to the maps, was my own face in inks looking out at me. Well, damn. No wonder every sailor in the navy seemingly knew what I looked like, it was the best rendition of my face I'd seen outside of the very expensive mirror I'd stolen off the Spanish ambassador's cargo ship. Someone who knew what I looked like, was handy with a pen and who was in with the navy apparently had it in for me that much. That was a very short list of people. On second thoughts, they didn't have to be in with the navy, they'd just have to be willing to take the navy's cash. Suddenly the list got a lot longer.

      And it turned out I was worth nearly a thousand guineas. Well, yo ho ho and plenty of bottles of rum, I was the hottest prize on the Spanish Main.

      "Did you hear what I just said?" the commodore was asking me, sounding exasperated.

      "No. I was looking at my wanted poster," I got up and walked over to it. "This one is hand engraved rather than printed."

      "It's one of the originals."

      "Quite the piece of Magpie Flint memorabilia. Would you like me to sign it for you?"

      "The only thing I want your signature on is a confession," he said evenly. "I don't know if you can write, so I'll even draft the whole thing for you. Then you can go down into the brig and be assured that no one will harm you. At least not until the men have collected the bounty."

      "Your men are as bad as pirates," I told him. "Bloodthirsty and greedy for bounty. Maybe you're different, maybe you're genuinely here for the love of a law that doesn't give a damn about circumstances or abuse of power, but the rest of your crew, they're just pirates funded by the King, and kitted out in nice shirts and silly wigs."

      "We all must follow the law, Miss Flint. That's what keeps order."

      "That's what keeps those at the top at the top, and the rest of us breaking our backs to keep them there," I spat on his nice clean floor. The commodore didn't say anything for a long moment. He didn't shift his eyes from me.

      "I don't know if I can promise you safe passage as a passenger," he said at last. "You're correct. Some of the men... have less respect for the law than most of us on board. Surrender as a prisoner, and I'll make sure you get a fair trial in Port Elizabeth. Though," he added after he saw the grimace on my face, "on second thoughts, that might not go so well for you. Look. I'll argue for you to not get the noose."

      "You'd plead for a life of hard labour for me? Aren't you a delight."

      "You're in a mess of your own making, Flint, don't spit in the face of the only person showing you any mercy."

      "I'll tell you what," I said, throwing myself back in the chair, and looking up at him. "It turns out that you are the person I most trust on this entire ship. Heck, right now, probably the entire sea. I know you're going to follow the rules, and you know that I know you're going to follow the rules so, I'm going to stay right here. The captain's cabin is as inviolable on navy ships as it is on... other ships?"

      His jaw worked. "Yes. But that's impossible. You absolutely cannot stay here. It is deeply inappropriate."

      "Why?" I threw my feet up on his desk. Sand cascaded over his captain's log. He winced. Let no one say I'm not a skilled debater.

      "Because I'm a man, and you are a woman." His neck was slowly turning that intriguing shade of red again. "There would be assumptions made by the crew that I cannot countenance."

      "Assuming your crew knows you as well as I do - and remembering that I'm just a poor hapless marooning victim who knows very little of the ways of the navy - then surely they know that you would never take advantage of a woman.”

      “The naval code is very specific, and prohibits any sexual congress with prisoners.”

      “I’m still not a prisoner, remember?” I grinned. His discomfort was delicious. We’d gone from him earnestly promising me a life of hard labour as a reward for good behaviour to me making him talk about sex. How did this man make it to Commodore when he was clearly so green? It must be on some kind of test: mustn’t blush when pirates are making ribald suggestions. “I’m going to be honest, you’re not exactly my type but if all that’s holding you back is thinking you’re exerting authority over me, I can assure you that’s not the case. I’m a free woman. You’re my rescuer. It’s a tale as old as time.”

      “You’re a notorious pirate, and you’ve found a legal loophole by which I cannot arrest you at this particular minute. This is not a seduction, and we are not engaging in - sexual - anything.”

      “I wouldn’t say this isn’t a seduction.” I swung my feet back to the floor, and leaned forward, giving him an excellent view of my rather fine boobs. “I’m giving it a decent shot at seducing you.”

      “Does this sort of clever wordplay often work on getting the lawless sort into bed with you?”

      “Not at all, they don’t appreciate clever wordplay. It tends to be more along the lines of ‘hey you, how about it’.”

      He sneered. “How delightful. I can see why a better class of man is tempting for you.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “The wordplay here is certainly more arousing than the drivel out of most Boneyard sailors. There are some fine men on the seas in these parts but only a few of them liked to engage in witty repartee like I do.” I wiggled my shoulders, deliberately making my boobs jiggle. “Come on, Commodore, I’d love to see what you look like under that starched shirt of yours. Do you have any tattoos? Just think. You’d be the only man in the entire navy who has seen what I’ve got tattooed on my buttocks.” I raised my eyebrows suggestively. He rolled his eyes but from the hasty way he seated himself behind the desk told me I had an effect he wasn’t willing for me to see. Nice to know the thought of my bare butt got even the navy’s finest mast up to attention.

      “This pointless verbiage will draw to a close now.”

      “Not until my safety is assured.”

      “Which will happen as soon as you are out of here.”

      “I agree.” I leaned back in the chair, putting my weaponised boobs away. He wasn’t going to like this bit. “Which is why I think you’ll find my next proposal as simultaneously appealing and off-putting as the thought of my bare ass.”
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      Boneyard Bay glittered to our starboard, lit by hundreds of lanterns and a few out of control bonfires. It was so close that I could smell it - I wish that were an exaggeration, but the wind was exceptionally badly placed, and the sweaty, alcoholic, grimy stink of hundreds of unwashed nautical adventurers at the tail end of a boisterous night wafted to us from the shore. The commodore wrinkled his nose. I didn't blame him. I'd been away long enough that my nose wrinkled too.

      "Are you certain you want to make the effort of swimming into a town that smells like that this far offshore?" he asked me, raising an eyebrow. "My brig might not be the best place on these seas but it smells a darn sight better than that."

      "That's the smell of freedom," I informed him flippantly.

      "Freedom needs a bath."

      "I'd love to know just how you get the luxury of baths on your ship, or on land - wouldn't even mind watching." Damn, but I loved making this man blush. "But I wouldn't trade the sweetest smelling prison for the freedom I get in that festering sore of a town."

      Commodore St Stephen looked at me with open disdain. He had not taken my proposal well, even when, to sweeten the deal, I had revealed one of the passages through the rocky waters that lead to what passed for a capital city amongst pirates: Boneyard Bay. I didn't risk taking him any closer to town, even with his flags down, which is why I was staring down the barrel of a long swim. The good commodore felt that I should have just let him arrest me, repent of my life of sin, and spend my years in hard labour contemplating the wrong I had done to the world.

      Frankly, I'd rather drown in the noxious waters of the Boneyard.

      Instead, what he was getting was releasing me into my natural habitat so that the next time we met, he’d be able to exact the full vengeance of the law on me, with no awkward grey area. To make it go easier on him I promised him I’d do a lot of crime to really shore up his case. It didn’t make him any happier, the ingrate. But the important thing was, I’d talked him around.

      "I look forward to seeing you again, Miss Flint," he said, stepping up beside me, with an expression that said the opposite. I barely reached his shoulders, he was so tall. His crispy clean smell was gone. I had made him sweat, at least a little.

      "I knew you liked me," I said with a satisfied smile. "And the next time we meet, it'll be a lot more like what you were wanting. I'll have a ship full of ill-gotten goods, a crew of reprobates, and I'll helpfully shout 'yarrrr' when I rush at you with my cutlass so absolutely no one is in doubt that I'm a pirate. You get your glorious arrest and I don't have to be shot like fish in a barrel."

      "You have no intention of getting caught, I realise that. But trust me when I say that the next time we meet, the circumstances will be very different."

      "I'm sure. Maybe you won't kill me after all, and maybe my charms will be effective."

      "I can't imagine what I have done to be the target of your amorous attention."

      "It's the coat. I want to steal your coat so badly I can almost taste it."

      "Go on then," he said, turning to face me, taking a step closer, so close I could feel his body heat radiating off him. He looked down at me. His clean shaven face had developed a stubble over the time I'd been in his company. That, together with the smell of sweat and the commanding sneer on his face, he could have been a buccaneer. Well. Except for the stupid white wig. "Steal it then. Give in to those urges. Just give me a reason to keep you..." He took another half step closer and I put my palm up, hovering just in front of his chest. "...here."

      "So tempting. But if I take your coat off, how will I stop myself from taking the rest off too?" I took a step back, and my legs pressed against the ship's railing. "Best I be going then. Going to need this cold swim just to cool off, Commodore." I hoisted myself onto the railing, balancing with ease in my bare feet. I half turned to blow him a kiss, and with a wink, I somersaulted off the railing, before arching into a dive that sliced cleanly into the choppy water.

      Brine went up my nose and into my ears, but it didn't bother me. The water was as much my home as my ship or land. Pulling my arms through the water, I pulled myself along with swift strokes in the direction of the shore before surfacing a minute or two later, my head breaking through that wobbling barrier between me and the world of air.

      I gasped slightly as I came up, in part an involuntary reaction to the access to air, part exuberance from the jump into the welcoming belly of the sea. I turned and looked back at Portia, shadowed from behind by a bright moon. Even in silhouette, the tall figure on deck was unmistakably the commodore,  and he appeared to be leaning over the railing and scanning the water. I laughed. If I didn't know better, I'd say he was worried. The sound caught his attention, he straightened up. I could feel his gaze land on me. I wasn't in shadow, I was bathed in moonlight, and I wondered just how good his eyesight was, just how much he could see of me, with my white shirt clinging to my chest, translucent, showing off more than just my curves. My nipples were tight in the cold ocean water, and I lazily stretched out for a long moment, on my back, floating on the water until I saw him turn away.

      With my interactions with the commodore out of the way, I was once again a free woman, even if I was bobbing like a discarded cork in the waters of the Boneyard. Turning back towards the shore, I began to swim, being helped along by the incoming tide. It was lucky that the dead of night aligned with the turn of the tide - everyone would be too drunk, asleep or too busy fucking to pay attention to the naval ship that skirted so close to the town's secret entrances, and hopefully, too busy to notice one shipless captain arrive in town. My bad luck wasn’t going to be a secret for long but I hoped to keep it quiet just at least until I made it to Val's place. Once I was safely ensconced at Val’s, I was safe until I got my savings, made a plan and was back on the seas.

      A prepared pirate is a pirate that survives, I told myself as I focussed on swimming straight for the central dock of the town.

      As I swam between the ships moored in the safety of the Boneyard, the water grew filthy around me. The detritus of endless revels floated around me: empty bottles, bones of animal carcasses, broken barrels and occasionally, a broken body. Tomorrow the scavengers would be out, combing the waters for everything that could be resold, but at the moment, the tide was heaving with garbage.

      I tried not to swallow any of the water.

      Even though I was a strong swimmer and well rested before the endeavour, it was a hard swim through the bay, and I was grateful when I reached one of the docks and could pull myself from the water. Filthy water streamed off me onto an equally filthy dock, and I wiped my mouth on my arm in a futile attempt to wash the Boneyard's taste from my mouth. Gross. Nothing but rum was going to do the trick.

      As I straightened up and fought the urge to simply lie down where I was and sleep until noon, I looked around. I had successfully escaped the might of naval law to stand here on undisputed pirate turf. Now I just had to survive my fellow pirates who could - if you'll forgive the obvious turn of phrase - circle like sharks when one of their own was wounded.

      I held my head high and adopted a jaunty swagger as I headed across the maze of wooden docks. Years of practice had me automatically dodging the holes and rotten bits, and thankfully nowhere new had rotted through. My bare feet slapped against the wooden planks, and I missed the usual sound of my confident bootfalls. Buying a new pair of boots was very high on my list of priorities, right up there with a bath, some rum, a new ship and brutal revenge. As I got closer to the town, the sounds of the nautical nightlife hit me. Fighting, swearing, brawling, and grunting that could have been anything from crying, a beating, vomiting, right through to fucking. It was quieter than it was early in the night. I could see the piles of bodies slumped asleep or in a liquor stupor as I came off the dock.

      "Blow me down, if it ain't Captain Flint." The voice startled me. A hoary old sailor with two peg legs sat astride an open barrel. He lowered a flagon into the barrel on a string and drew it out full of a potent smelling liquor, like his own personal well. He took a swig. "Where'd you come from? I didn't see the Fool's Errand make berth."

      "That's cause you're drunk as a skunk, Pete," I told him easily. "There's even a full moon. Your eyesight's not going on you, is it?"

      Pete frowned at me as he drained his flagon, and wiped his mouth. "I might not have any legs but my eyes are sharp as they ever are." He dipped it in the barrel again and offered me the cup.

      "Not tonight, Pete, haven't got a coin for you."

      "You ain't got a coin? That ain't like you, Flint, you ain't on a run of bad luck are you?"

      "Lost a bet. The bet was my new lover wouldn't rob me."

      "Were they at least any good?"

      "Eh," I said, waggling my hand noncommittally. "Good enough I didn't notice his fingers slipping into my purse when it was meant to be elsewhere. But not good enough to be worth what I lost. I'll buy a drink another night." Without another word, I left the sodden sentinel on his perch and strode towards Val's.
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