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      This story is based on some characters created by Robert Louis Stevenson in Treasure Island. In his book, it refers to Captain Flint and his crew having sailed the seas, but we never meet Captain Flint or learn how the treasure was captured.

      In Part I, I’ve created that backstory, as well as added Chen, a young woman who becomes a pirate. She’s based on an amalgam of the real pirate women who sailed the seas for freedom and treasure, and replaces the character Long John Silver.

      Part II is my interpretation of Treasure Island. The original has only one female character - Jim Hawkin’s mother, who faints when things get too exciting. This version includes a couple of female characters (Chen and Andy). Women of that time had few life choices. Andy and Chen are examples of what freedom meant to women and what they had to do to keep it.

      In Part III, you’ll find suggested nonfiction reading on women pirates. Most of them I’ve read. From a team of women pirates to one of the most successful pirates in the world (a woman, of course). Keep in mind, the only women pirates that were written about were those that became famous, and even then, they were written about as if they were unique, but we know that if there’s one, there’s more.
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      I went down to the docks, my only activity in the early morning that got me away from my boring life. Where the rest of London was still waking up, here it was teeming with activity. Fishermen just coming in with their first load, a ship docking with passengers waiting to enter London, and merchant ships either loading or unloading. But there was one ship in particular that drew me to it.

      Could they be pirates? No one dared fly the Jolly Roger at the docks, even if they were working for the king, but they had that way about them. The men were chanting as they unloaded. The colors of their outfits and the things that were unloaded for sale were always food for my dreams.

      The captain was standing on the deck of the Shadow Serpent and giving orders. His bright red coat was in contrast to the dark blue of the sailors on the military boats or the many passengers disembarking from the other ships in their dingy greys.

      The ship itself had an air about it with two large masts that stood taller than the other ships. The shine of the wood hull was bright even on this dreary morning. Last time it was in port I had asked around and found out it was a Spanish made ship. This question then started a whole argument between passersby on what ships were the fastest, but I had lost interest.

      The next thing I knew I was on the ground on my knees. My hands had stopped my face from smashing into the grit of the dock. The push had come from my backside.

      “Look! It’s Little Miss Pigtails.”

      I rolled away from the voice and jumped up, mad at letting my excitement get away from me. I knew better than to let anyone get close, especially one of the snotty girls from the local etiquette school.

      The girl, surrounded by her friends, reached out to tug on my long black hair that I had tied back on both sides. I smacked her hand away.

      She gasped. “You can’t touch me like that! I’ll tell the magistrate. You and your mother will go to jail, little Chinese girl!”

      I worried if that were true, but I wasn’t going to back down now. No one was going to touch my hair. I put up my hands as my father had taught me in order to fend for myself.

      “What’s going on here then? Ladies, brawling in the streets. What has London become now?” A voice broke through.

      We all turned to stare at the ship’s captain, his hands on his hips, his dark hair sticking out under his black hat. “I have some children about your age. I don’t think you should be fighting.”

      I turned and ran, my heart pounding with the pace of my feet. I couldn’t let myself be caught by anyone. I had no idea if the captain was going to be kind, but I couldn’t take a chance. Life was hard enough without the suffering that being in jail would cost my mother and me.

      When I had turned several corners, I looked behind me to make sure no one was following, then shimmied up the building to our window and climbed in. Mother was standing at the front door and shook her head at me. “Chen! Why are you climbing through the window? There’s a perfectly good door. Besides, we need to go to work.” Even though she was mad at me, her heavy Chinese accent gave English words a softer, almost musical quality.

      I nodded and grabbed my knapsack for the day. On my way out, I stopped at the hand-drawn image of my father. I bowed to him and hoped he would see us all well today.

      As we exited the building, I looked over at the one open hallway door. Mr. Dolines was in his sitting room, watching us walk by—always watching. I could feel his stare follow me everytime. I much preferred climbing the building than waiting for some nosy neighbor to see me come and go.

      The two-mile walk was always slow with my mother, but I didn’t let that bother me. Every slow step of her bound feet was a reminder to me why we were here in London and that I was the reason.

      We walked past the tenements that my mother had moved us out of recently, then into the neighborhood of the tall, grand houses. As my mother walked in her tiny steps, I would zigzag and look at all the wondrous things I could find to bide my time. My mother walked in her special shoes, made by one of the best shoemakers in London. It was the only way she could walk, even though it was still painful for her.

      We turned at the tallest house and walked around to the side entrance to a tiny door that my mother almost had to stoop through.

      I stood as tall as I could at 16 years. Still not as tall as my mother, not tall enough to stoop through the servant’s door.

      We changed into the fancy maid uniforms that were waiting for us and then waited in the servants’ hall for the housekeeper. We weren’t allowed to do anything until she checked us over. Then she’d send us to cleaning.

      Most of the kitchen servants and maids lived here full-time in the basement. Elizabeth, the scullery maid, had shown me her space once. It was so dark and cold, I couldn’t imagine living there.

      The only reason that we had been hired as walk-in maids was that we were ‘exotic’. No one in all of London had a Chinese maid. It made me feel more like a collection, like all the fine art on the walls.

      We gathered buckets, rags, and everything we would need for the day. I could smell beef stew in the air and my favorite, fresh bread rolls. Not that we were allowed to eat them. We had to eat what we brought with us.

      The butler grunted as a welcome when we walked past him in the kitchen. As we walked by the cook, she slipped me two rolls. I thankfully palmed them into my pocket and walked tall with my mother into the grand entrance of the house.

      After a long day of cleaning, I began to daydream. I was captain of my own ship, my mop was my sword. I lifted it in the air and parried and caught another’s sword before it could strike me. I danced around the room to keep it at bay, glancing into the mirrors and pretending I was wearing a tricorn hat instead of a maid’s cover.

      “Chen!” My mother walked into the room. She berated me in Chinese, words I knew were abrasive but didn’t know exactly what they meant, although, now that I thought of it, it could be complete babble for all I knew. “Are you trying to get us dismissed?”

      I put the mop back down, and the dream faded. I sighed and followed her out to the back of the house. We changed out of our maid outfits, put on our street clothes, and walked outside into the deep darkness of the city night.

      “Mother, is this all life will ever be?”

      She was quiet for a whole three blocks until she finally said, “For us? We would have had an easier life if I had obeyed my family, but now we must work very hard to support ourselves. Many women must marry in order to get by.”

      I wondered how much longer my mother could work with her feet hurting her with every step.

      By the time we reached home, I felt like a lead weight. This would be my life forever. That or end up like the flower girls near Covent Gardens, staying out late and selling more than just flowers. I pushed that horrible thought away.

      Mother made rice and vegetables.

      I added the rolls to the table. “From cook.”

      She smiled, “I have my own surprise.” She set an apple on the table.

      I gasped. We so rarely had fruit.

      “The cook also slipped this to me today.” Mother carefully sliced it and handed me a quarter, and she took a quarter. The rest was tucked away for tomorrow.

      The sweet taste made me smile.

      Mother nodded as she bit into hers. “I like the apple, but oh how I miss dragon’s eye from home. If you ever go to China, you should try dragon’s eye. It was always my favorite growing up.”

      I nodded, not sure if I would ever go.

      I stretched out on my bed of cushions on the floor and looked up through the window into the night sky. I closed my eyes and dreamed of being free under those stars.
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      A bird singing outside the window woke me in the early morning. I stretched and climbed out and down to the ground. When I reached the docks, I searched to see if the Shadow Serpent was still there. This time, they were loading cargo. I wandered around some of the barrels, trying to decide what might be inside. The markings on the outside were black Xs.

      “Gunpowder,” the voice came as if reading my mind.

      It was the captain, his red coat looking newly clean and tidy. I backed up a few steps, and he shook his head. “You need not be afraid. You’re welcome to check out the barrels. Just don’t set any of them on fire.” He smiled, his green eyes kind.

      He pulled something long and yellow from his pocket and offered it to me.

      I stretched out my hand and took it. “What is it?”

      “A banana. You peel it and eat the inside.”

      I looked at him uncertainly. “What?”

      He pulled another one from his pocket and showed me how to peel it. I followed suit and then bit into the flesh. The explosion of flavor was unlike anything I had ever known. Much better than an apple.

      A member of his crew walked up, a man with a scar across his leathery face, his brows knitted together. “Why ya spending time with this mangy gal?”

      “Flint, you know damn well that I’ll do what I want.”

      “The men want to be leaving, Captain.”

      “Well then, they need to get this gunpowder loaded, don’t they? And we still haven’t been able to hire a cook.”

      Flint nodded and walked away, a grimace on his face.

      “A cook?” I asked.

      The captain nodded. “Even we need to eat, and sailors don’t always make the best cooks.”

      I don’t know what came over me. “I can cook!”

      The captain laughed. “Sorry, but women are considered bad luck on a ship.”

      “Why?”

      The question seemed to stump the captain. He shook his head.

      “What if I dressed as a man? I could wear a hat and bind my figure.”

      The Captain’s mouth hung open for just a second. “What’s your name?”

      “Chen.”

      “Chen, life at sea isn’t kind. There are storms and danger at every turn. I lost a lot of my own men from fever just last week and had to hire some new ones. I don’t know if they can be trusted. Besides-” he glanced around him before he continued, “we’re pirates. We take what we want. I have my rules, we don’t kill anyone unless it’s during a battle, but we still kill men who try to stop us from taking their ship and what we want from it.”

      I nodded; I didn’t like the idea of killing anyone, but my dreams were calling to me. “My life is endless toil. At least at sea, it would be of my choosing.”

      He rubbed his beard. “It will take the day to load the ship. Be here tonight, dressed as a boy, and I will hire you on. Otherwise, I’ll make one of the new shipmen a cook, which might in itself be a disaster. That will give you the day to think about this, Chen.”

      I nodded, a thrill going through my soul all the way to my toes. I turned and ran home, climbing up the wall to the window in the blink of an eye.

      My mother was waiting at the door. “Chen! Hurry. It’s time to leave.”

      That day I embraced every cleaning chore, knowing that it would be the last time that I’d ever have to sweep, mop, and clean the rich people’s home.

      “I’m glad we had that talk yesterday,” my mother said as we were putting away our things at the end of the day. “You have a newfound love of our life.”

      Then it hit me, what would she do without me? Could I send her money? How often would I be back? These thoughts went round and round as we walked home.

      As soon as my mother was sleeping, I opened the crate that held our precious things and laid out my father’s clothes. I considered cutting off my hair, but I really did love it. So instead, I twirled it on top of my head, used my mother’s fancy comb to keep it up, and then put my father’s hat over the top. His pants were too big, so I used my mother’s sash to tie them.

      In the crate, there were also strips of fabric. My mother had said they were to remind us all of why we were on our own. She and my father had refused to let anyone bind my feet, taking a stand against it. They had taken me out of China so that I wouldn’t feel ostracized. The fabric would have been wound around my feet after they broke my big toes and warped my feet to look small. I would have hobbled like my mother my whole life. Climbing would probably have been impossible. A shiver went down my back.

      I still had so many questions for my mother about why she made the decision to go against tradition and break from her family, but she would never answer direct questions. Finding out any answers would have to wait.

      I used the strips of cloth to bind my breasts, then put on my father’s shirt, also too big. We had no mirror but I imagined it made me look even younger.

      As I shimmied down the building, I hoped my mother wouldn’t notice the missing items for a long time, at least, not until I was able to start sending her money.
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      I ran to the dock, worried that maybe they had left, but there she was, a fine ship.

      As I walked up the plank, I felt off balance as the ship was rocking in the water. Walking fast, as I made it onto the ship, I caught the wall to stop me. In the light of the lanterns, there were men of every nationality making ready to sail. The captain was nowhere to be seen.

      I glanced back at the city and could see the girls’ school building, a place I’d never be welcome.

      “What do ya want here?” It was Flint from earlier. He stood with his hands on his hips, like he was the captain. His graying hair curled out under his red bandana. His hand was sitting on the hilt of his cutlass, and his coat was missing buttons.

      I took a breath, but stepped back and coughed from the rough smell of rum, tobacco, and other horrible things emanating from him. I tried again and spoke low and strong. “I’m the cook.”

      He laughed, hearty and long, while I stood there.

      I sighed and finally walked around him, looking around. “Where’s the kitchen?”

      Flint made a snorting sound and, between more laughs, said, “It’s a galley, you landlubber.”

      “Galley, then.”

      He pointed toward a square hole in the deck of the ship. “Below decks,” was all he said.

      “And where’s the captain?”

      At this, he finally stopped laughing and pointed at the bridge. “The helm. Keeping watch, like he always does.”

      And there the captain was, pacing the upper deck at the back of the ship. Hands clasped behind his back. He glanced down at me and yelled, “Welcome aboard, Cook Chen. You’ll find everything you need in the galley. After we set sail, come see me in my cabin.”

      Flint grunted and walked away. I headed toward that dark square, my heart thumping.

      At the bottom of the ladder, I found the galley, and through another door was obviously where the men would eat; there was a line of tables and chairs. Back in the galley, I stored the few things I had brought with me and began exploring.

      The stove was much like the one from the fancy house, although smaller. I had seen the cook feed a lot of wood into it to heat things up. The pile of wood in the corner gave off a forest scent.

      The shelves were covered with containers, a few of which were labeled. There were barrels around the room. I opened one to find a pile of dried meat. I wandered up the ladder to the next level. This was obviously where the men slept. There were some hammocks, but a lot more cushions lying on the floor. I held my nose against the stink that permeated here. I’d sleep in the galley before I’d ever consider sleeping in here. Not to mention, I knew I needed to keep separate from these men.

      I could feel when the ship began to set sail; the wind pushing at the sails was rocking the ship. It was a lot like dancing with its movements to and fro. I would have gone back to the galley, but I knew I needed to do as the captain had asked.

      I worried that maybe I had made a mistake. Had this all been a lure to get me here, to take my virtue? I dashed down to the galley and pocketed the sharpest knife and then made my way to the captain’s cabin.

      I figured the captain’s room had to be the only one above the deck, and found I was right. He was standing at his window.

      “Welcome, Chen. You’ll need to sign the articles.”

      I picked up the documents and shuffled through them. The words on the page looked like a bunch of scribbles to me.

      I slapped them down on the table. “I can’t read.” I hoped he wouldn’t kick me off the ship for that.

      He laughed, and my face flushed as I lowered my eyes to the planks. This was a short-lived adventure.

      “No one can read on this ship. Except for Ben Gunn.”

      I looked up at him as he continued. “In the pages, it says that you are required to follow the rules in order to remain employed on this ship. The penalties for hoarding food are death. The penalties for killing another man, whether a crew member or another, without provocation, are death. We do not torture any captives, they are held for ransom. If they aren’t ransomed, we leave them somewhere they can be found. Understood?”

      “Even you can’t read?” I asked incredulously.

      He shook his head. “I never had much time to learn myself. I had these drawn up by Ben Gunn.”

      “But don’t you have documents to read?”

      He nodded. “Ship manifests, that sort of thing. Those I know from experience. Now I need you to acknowledge the rules with your signature here.” He pointed to the last page.

      I picked up the feathered pen, but wasn’t sure what to do with it.

      “Dip it in the ink, carefully. It’s the only ink I have.”

      I did as he asked, then hovered over the page.

      “Just sign with an x, that’s what all the men do.”

      I nodded and marked the page with an x.

      The captain took the pages and set them aside. “You’ll probably want to sleep in here. My door has the only lock on the ship, and you are safe here from the men.” He pointed at a wooden bench along his wall.

      I nodded. “Thank you. And what about you? What makes you safe?”

      “You remind me of my daughter. I would never harm you.” He continued, “But you’ve also signed up for a lot of work. You’ll need to get up before dawn to start breakfast.”

      “What should I make?”

      He shrugged. “A cook has to be creative. Whatever food we have is in the galley and the storehouses around the ship. Get to know what we have and come up with something.”

      I nodded and curled up on the bench, using the blanket as a pillow, and put the knife under it, just in case. I felt like I was somewhere I belonged. That no one else could read was somehow a welcome feeling.

      Meanwhile, I was glad he had never asked me if I could cook. Certainly, I would have to learn fast.
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      I woke up, not sure what time it was. The captain was snoring loudly.

      I made my way outside. One man was standing watch at the helm.

      “Welcome to the quarterdeck, are you the new cabin boy?” he asked.

      “No, I’m the cook.” I walked to the edge and looked out over the sea. The breeze was warm, and I realized that there was no scent of garbage or coal fires like home. The stars were so bright, and they were all mine. For the first time in my life, I felt happy and free.

      I closed my eyes and for a moment pretended I was the captain. That I could sail and go anywhere I wanted at any time.

      I heard whispering voices and noticed a group of men on the deck, collected together, talking quietly. I suddenly worried that I was late in starting breakfast.

      “When is dawn?” I asked the man at the helm. He was big, twice the size of any of the other men on the ship.

      “Three ship’s bells.” He didn’t look at me, but kept glancing at the ocean, the stars, and then at the group of men.

      “Bells?” I asked.

      He sighed, “Two glass turns of sand equals a ship’s bell.”

      That still didn’t tell me in terms of time, but I had more pressing matters. “How long does it take to cook oatmeal?” I asked.

      He looked at me wide-eyed. “Oh, boy.” He shook his head. “Once the water boils, watch it until it looks cooked. I don’t know the time, maybe one glass turn. If that’s what you’re making for breakfast, make sure to put out the dried fruit and some of the salted fish.”

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      I lit a candle to find my way down to the bottom of the ship and followed his instructions. In the galley, I started the wood fire in the stove and inspected all the available food. When I found the bananas, I snatched one up, ate it, and put another one in my pocket.

      Unfortunately, as the stove warmed, I began to sweat. I wished I could remove my hat, but that would reveal my hair. I prepped the oatmeal, stirring it, not sure what it should look like when cooked. And what did I do to announce breakfast? I had set everything out in the dining area, and yet no one had come down yet.

      I walked back up the stairs. The bunks on the tween deck were nearly empty; most sailors were up top. I could hear yelling as I stepped out to the cooler air.

      They were having some sort of party. Flint was standing tall, his cutlass in the air. I stopped mid-step when I realized it was half covered in blood. A drip fell from it and seemed to slowly hover and then plopped onto the deck.

      Who was dead?

      “You can call me captain now, and those of you that don’t can find yourselves with the former in the sea.”

      “No.” I ran to the captain's quarters. His bed was empty. My one and only ally was gone and I didn’t even know his name.

      Outside the captain’s quarters, two men were squabbling over the captain’s coat. There was a gust of wind and the coat flew into the air. I gasped, hoping it wouldn’t fall into the sea, but then it hung for a moment in the air then came straight at me. His coat hit me hard, pushing me back a step.

      The men who had been arguing gave me a grudging look and then nodded. Did this mean I got to keep it? I held onto it as I went back down to the kitchen to think.

      There was no way that Flint would let me sleep in the captain’s room, and I wouldn’t want to, not if he was the captain of this ship. I was petrified that he’d make me sleep in the room with the other men and that meant it was only a matter of time before I was found out as a girl.

      Plus, I figured there was a way to make it seem more like loyalty than a lie.

      I put on the captain’s red coat that was five sizes too large for me and stepped outside to the party. If this didn’t go well, the ship couldn’t be that far from home. I would leap over the side and try to swim. Drowning was preferable to what else might happen.
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      As I stepped up to the quarterdeck, no one seemed to care about me and what I was doing. Boldness, it was what this new captain might appreciate.

      I walked up to Flint and held my kitchen knife in the air. “I’ll follow you, Captain Flint, as long as you keep all hands off me.”

      He and the crew laughed.

      I pulled off my father’s hat and my mother’s comb that held all my hair. The wind took it as if it were flying like a flag. “I’m Chen, daughter of Immura and Haitao Tiande! I trusted the old captain with this secret; I'm choosing to trust you.”

      Flint sat down on the steps to the bridge and laughed harder.

      A dark man with a scar across his cheek pointed at me with his grubby dark hands. “Captain Flint! She’ll bring us bad luck!”

      Flint shook his head. “If’n that were true, this mutiny would’ve gone bad. Hold tight Billy Bones. She’s okay, I’ve never laughed so hard in my life. As long as she can cook, she’s safe on this ship.” He looked at every single man on board; his eyes were steel.

      “That’s right, Captain Flint. She’s our lucky charm!” Someone chimed in.

      Another yelled, “She’s got hair black and blue, she’s our own sapphire!”

      I felt honored. A sapphire was considered a precious gem and very good luck.

      However, I didn’t feel comfortable with all these eyes on me and changed the subject. I repeated words I had heard the butler say to the master of the big house. “Breakfast is served.” I walked back to the galley with my head up high.

      When I reached the galley, I sank next to the stove, held the coat tight around me, and cried. The one nice man I had ever met was dead. I hadn’t even asked for his name. Would anyone else mourn him? And, what would happen to me? Would they keep their word?

      As I heard the men clomp into the room next door, I wiped my tears away and hoped that they liked their breakfast.

      As they sat with their bowls of food, I looked over at the men. Most wore smiles on their faces. How could they be so happy over the death of someone so kind? My blood boiled at their happiness.

      The man who had been at the helm earlier nodded at me. “I’m guessing you’ve served the officers?”

      I opened my mouth but wasn’t sure what to say.

      He pointed at the door across the way. “Officer’s mess.”

      I rushed to the pot of oatmeal and stopped short. It was empty. I hadn’t made enough. I was a dead woman.

      The helmsman was standing next to me, nodding. “Our new captain is still up top celebrating. You might have time to make more.”

      I ran into the galley. Thank goodness I hadn’t let the stove get cold. I put the water to boiling and cooked up the oatmeal. As soon as I felt it was done, I dashed out into the mess and took the door the man had pointed to.

      Captain Flint and Billy Bones were walking in another door.

      The captain smiled. “Smart gal. I do like it when the oatmeal is hot.”

      I could feel the muscles in my stomach relax a little. I set out the oatmeal and ran back for the fruit and salted meat.

      As the two took food, they ignored me.

      Billy Bones was saying, “How much ya think the captain has?”

      As I turned to walk out, I heard Flint say, “There’s enough gold in there for us to live high off the hog, Bones! One more strike and we should set it somewhere only we can find it. A perfect retirement for men of fortune!”

      On my way to the galley, I stopped at the man from the helm. “What’s your name?”

      He swallowed a piece of fruit. “Ben. Ben Gunn.”

      I nodded. “Thank you, Ben.” I was glad to know his name, just in case he didn’t survive the day. Of course, I didn’t know if I would survive the day, but for now, it seemed that things were settled.

      I spent the next few hours roaming the ship stores and memorizing all the food I could find. I was thrilled to find a barrel of rice; I’d use that and some of the pickled vegetables for lunch.

      I was walking through the empty mess hall when a man stepped in and moved into my path. “Hello, Missy.”

      I took a step back, but put my hands on my hips in an attempt to look tough. “The name’s Chen.”

      He smiled, nodded, and took a step closer. “Chen. You know, there’s some here who could use your femininity.” At that word, he looked me up and down.

      I had an urge to vomit.

      “It’s refreshing to have a young woman aboard.” He leaned in, his face coming closer to mine.

      I pulled out the kitchen knife and held it up. “You heard the captain. I’m to be left alone.”

      He leaned back and put his hands in the air, laughing. “I was just making conversation.” Then backed up and headed up to the deck.

      I moved into the kitchen and sat next to the stove, closing my eyes and letting my heartbeat slow to normal. I was not going to become like the desperate flower girls. I was going to be a pirate, an untouchable pirate.

      While Flint was wandering the ship, I slipped into the captain’s quarters and pulled out scraps of paper as well as the quill and ink. In the kitchen I drew two pictures. One of my father and one of the captain. I secured them to the wall and thanked both my father and the captain for their protection and the hope that they would continue to guide me. Then hid the pictures and the writing implements behind a pot.

      I stood and got down the pots I’d need for rice and vegetables, hoping that it would be good enough to keep me alive.
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      Lunch and dinner had been a success, or at least they had eaten the food without complaint. We had anchored the ship in a small cove and the sun was setting on the horizon.

      “Captain!” The call came from the crow’s nest. “There’s a Spanish ship out there weighing anchor.”

      Flint walked closer to the nest. “Oh, and?” he yelled back.

      The man in the nest climbed down quickly, the rest of the men gathering around. “It looks to be a good one. She’s probably stopped to fix something. We should hit her before mornin’.”

      “You heard him, boys.” Flint smiled. “There’s loot for the taking. Be ready to hit them at midnight.”

      The men seemed happy for a fight. I was glad it wasn’t me.

      As the captain walked past me, he said, “You’ll have your chance.”

      “My chance?”

      “To prove your worth. We attack the blaggards at midnight.”

      “But I’m the cook.”

      He laughed. “The old captain might’ve had a soft heart, but not I. You’ll take on the battles, same as any other pirate on this ship, woman or not.”

      I went back to the galley to think about this. I needed to live long enough to get off this ship. I imagined that if we went over as a crew, even in this dark of night, the Spanish ship would certainly spot us and fire on us. If we made it on board, it would be a hand-to-hand fight that I had no business being in. I would be dead.

      But if I went over and talked to their captain, warned him about the pirates, maybe he would take me with him. On the deck, I found Billy Bones and the captain whispering about something, but I interrupted them.

      “Give me a boat.”

      “What, girl?”

      “Give me a boat. I’ll signal you when you can come over.”

      Flint laughed again and shook his head. “You’re going to take out the whole crew and then send for us?”

      I nodded.

      He shrugged and pointed at some of the men. “Black Dog and Pew, get the lady a boat.”

      I climbed into the boat and took a few minutes to get the hang of rowing while the men laughed up on deck. At least I was entertaining them.

      As I rowed away, I could hear Flint say, “At least we’re rid of her.”

      What did he think would happen to me?

      I pushed that thought aside and focused on figuring out how to row. Once I had control, I quietly rowed out of the cove and to the merchant ship. I tied the boat to the anchor line and crawled up the rope. It wasn’t as easy as climbing a building, and I wasn’t a fan of the deep sea beneath me.

      When I had reached the top of the rope, I used the small opening as a foothold and pulled myself up to the ship’s railing. There was one sailor in sight, and his back was to me.

      I wasn’t quite sure how I was going to get to talk to the captain of the ship. Would they listen to me?

      I pulled my leg over the side of the railing. The wind tore my father’s hat off; I caught it with one hand, and my hair started flying in the wind. That lone sailor turned toward me.

      “Dios Mio, sirena!”

      The rest was unintelligible as he backed away quickly. He fell backwards over something and then he was silent.

      I climbed all the way onto the ship and ran to help him up. Only, that wasn’t going to happen. He had fallen over a rope and cracked his head on the deck. I closed his eyes and cursed my luck.

      While I wrapped my hair back up, I considered my next step. Would the rest of the Spanish crew believe it was an accident? Probably not. I was going to die in a Spanish prison.

      I looked back at the land that hid the cove and the pirate ship. I didn’t want to go back there either, but I had no other choice.

      From below, there were men singing. For the moment, I was undiscovered. I moved silently around the ship and found no one else on duty. Did they think they were safe here? Idiots.

      I moved to the ladder that led downstairs and peeked around a corner. A large group of men was singing and drinking. What was left of a cake was being eaten.

      Back at the top, I locked the door to the ladder from the outside, then I found the other door. There wasn’t a lock, so I pushed several heavy barrels onto it.

      Then I grabbed a lantern, took another moment to think about it, but then went ahead and signaled to the pirate ship. I wasn’t sure if they could see me, but I kept it up until I thought I could see the sea ripple with the movement of the boats. Then I found the rope ladder and tossed it down for them.

      I sat down and leaned against the railing. Looking up into the sky, I wished on the stars that I would get out of all this alive and in one piece.

      Flint and crew came barreling over the side with weapons raised, ready for a fight.

      Ben asked me, “Where are they?”

      “They’re trapped in the tween deck.”

      Flint kicked the dead body and laughed. “Chen, we should have you fight all our battles. Easiest ship we’ve ever taken.”

      Some of the men snarled, obviously disappointed in the lack of a fight.

      The men below had found out they were locked in and were pushing on the door blocked by barrels. One of the pirates tapped another and they grinned, moving toward the door with unnecessary stealth.

      One pulled the barrels away, and as the Spanish crew emerged, the biggest of the pirates raised his sword. The Spanish men at the front fell backwards, knocking others behind them down and ended up in a heap of bodies at the bottom of the ladder.

      “Bunch of cowards,” Flint snarled. He stalked to the door and yelled down, “Stay below if you know what’s good for ya’.” He slammed the door down. “Israel, move those barrels back. We have plenty of bodies to ask for ransom.” He walked over to me and slapped my back, knocking me forward. “Lass, I’m proud of ya’.”

      Later that night, I was exhausted as I curled up in the galley. But the cushions I had taken from the merchant ship would allow me to sleep comfortably. I reached out to touch the small bag full of coins Captain Flint had given me. It was more money than I had ever seen in my life. Billy Bones had looked daggers at me.

      Flint had been so happy to see so many people for ransom and a ship in good shape, with not one shot fired. The rest of the men had looked at me again like I was some sort of mythical creature.

      When we got back to the ship, they had asked me to tell the tale, but Ben Gunn had interrupted and made up his own story of how I had snuck on the ship and cut the throats of every Spanish man I had seen.

      The men laughed, knowing that wasn’t true, but everyone liked a good cut-throat tale. They had raised a glass of celebratory drink to me. To me!

      I asked Ben, “What’s a sirena? The sailor on the Spanish ship called me that.”

      Ben nodded his head. “It means a siren. A woman who calls men to their deaths. That’s perfect.”

      Ben hit his metal cup against the mast for everyone’s attention. “We have a seafaring name for our cook. The Sapphire Siren!”

      There were whoops of agreement and men nodding.

      I was elated, even if I was being honored by a bunch of bloodthirsty pirates.

      There was talk among the men as to whether we would take the new ship as our own, sell it, or offer it as a gift to the English king. Captain Flint quickly decided that we were going to sell the merchant ship, ransom the men, and take whatever else we could get off the ship.

      I curled up in my captain’s jacket and dreamed of my mother’s face when she would receive some of the money. And I wondered how much longer until I could get off this ship.

      The next morning, I got through breakfast, and each finished meal made me feel just a little more secure in my position. But then, oatmeal now seemed easy after the first time. I went up to the deck to take in the sun and look out over the ocean.

      Not long after being up top, a man walked up to my side. “The Sapphire Siren, is it?”

      I glanced over at him, the question strange as everyone knew me and there was no reason to ask my name, real or newly minted. “Yes.”

      “I’m Rage Reg.”

      “Rage?”

      He nodded. “Long story. Want a sip?” He thrust a wine skin into my hands.

      I could smell the alcohol, whether from him or the skin, I wasn’t sure. He looked out over the water and I followed his gaze.

      I turned a bit and raised the wineskin and saw in my peripheral vision, the man who had called me Missy earlier.

      He was looking at Rage, and Rage gave him the slightest nod. It was like some sort of agreement between them and I already knew I didn’t like the other man.

      A chill went through me and I paused with the wineskin. “You know, I’m not really into wine. Besides, I must cook lunch soon." Then handed him back the skin.

      He smiled and took it back.

      As I walked back to the kitchen I looked around. There were no others watching us. Perhaps Rage and the other were the only two that seemed interested in my ‘femininity’. From now on, no drink unless I had poured it for myself.
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