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      “You’re sure he’s dead?” Brownbeard the Barbaric whispered.

      Olivia Twitchett Trickett didn’t reply. Brownbeard was many things — to start with, a pirate, the captain of The Dolphin’s Kiss, and a fashionista with a preference for brown leather. But he wasn’t blind, and neither was she.

      There was little hope that her original prognosis was incorrect. Captain Old Man was lying rigid on his back, eyes glazed over, his thin chest unmoving.

      Trickett fiddled with her pipe, wishing she’d had time and presence of mind to fill it before venturing out of bed. Then again, she hadn’t been thinking of pipes and tobacco when her fellow crewmember Squidly had stumbled into her tent shortly after midnight, screaming about dead captains and monkeys.

      She had no idea why the monkeys had been relevant, but it no longer mattered. Squidly had utterly disturbed her usual routine, which usually involved sleeping until sunrise, then waking up with a few calisthenics on the ship’s deck, followed by a smoke and a cup of tea. It seldom included being awake at midnight.

      No disrespect to Old Man — her mentor, captain of The Pink Pearl, and the elected pirate king — but why couldn’t he have died at a more appropriate hour of the day? Preferably after breakfast. That was the civilized approach to dying and death.

      Or — better yet — why hadn’t Squidly done what most sensible people did when on guard duty and fallen asleep? That way, he could’ve discovered the issue near the end of his shift just before dawn.

      Instead, she stood half asleep in the dimly lit tent, trying to make sense of it all. The only sounds outside were from the nocturnal beasts inhabiting the tropical jungle, and ocean waves sloshing gently across the sandy beach.

      Brownbeard tugged at his fiercely bushy beard, eyeing the deceased. “Well, Trickett, is he?”

      Trickett shrugged. “I’m no doctor, sir⁠—”

      “That’d be Carpenter Stubbs,” McCormick added, trying to be helpful and only causing more confusion.

      “Your carpenter’s the doctor?” Brownbeard asked, but his attention was fixed on Captain Old Man.

      “Who else?” McCormick said. “Sure’s not our cook.”

      “Definitely not,” Trickett added.

      “Aye. Paul’s more likely to give us food poisonin’ as cure it.”

      “Although,” Trickett reflected, “he does know how to make a decent compress.”

      “Ain’t no blasted compress,” Stubbs grunted from the tent’s entrance. “That be the bread.”

      Trickett shuddered. “We really need a new cook.”

      “Aye,” McCormick said. “And a new cap’n by the looks of it. I’d say this one’s good an’ dead, bless his soul.” He prodded Captain Old Man’s shoulder, then pinched his ear.

      The old captain didn’t respond — yet another indication he was truly gone — and continued to lie still and stiffening. Eyes stared blindly up at the tent ceiling. Brownbeard shuddered, patting a lavender-scented handkerchief over his mouth.

      Trickett frowned at this display of sensitive nerves and wondered how Brownbeard had ever managed to climb the pirate ranks to become a captain. She decided to be wise and keep that thought to herself. She had no intention of insulting a captain. That was an offense worthy of walking the plank.

      Feeling a need to fill the silence and provide some sort of explanation for the untimely death, she said, “He told me he was having chest pains. I just assumed it was indigestion.”

      Stubbs snorted. “Guess not.”

      “Oh, my,” Brownbeard tutted. “This is most unfortunate news. Captain Old Man was…” He waved the handkerchief, perfuming the heavy air while searching for the appropriate description.

      “Old?” Trickett suggested.

      “A man,” McCormick added.

      “He was a fine captain and a loyal friend,” Brownbeard finished.

      Stubbs scowled. “T’was no one’s friend.”

      “True,” Brownbeard conceded. “But he will be missed.”

      Trickett and McCormick nodded and hummed sympathetically.

      “Aye, the best captain,” McCormick said.

      “I didn’t say he was the best,” Brownbeard said, snapping his handkerchief at McCormick.

      “One o’ the best, then?”

      “That’ll do.”

      “Very loyal, too,” Trickett said. She bit her tongue before she added that he’d been loyal to himself and his ship, and a pox on the rest of the world. Even being elected pirate king hadn’t widened his allegiance. Captain Old Man had been fiercely republic in his political views.

      “Well, there’s no point in moping around,” Brownbeard finished. “I suppose we’ll have to give him a decent sendoff. No tossing his corpse over the guardrail. How very inconsiderate of him to die on land. A funeral wasn’t on the morning’s agenda.”

      The four pirates paused to contemplate the interruption Old Man’s death would cause to the pirate parlay’s carefully orchestrated event schedule.

      Trickett mentally ran through the agenda she’d help her captain prepare. “There’s a break between midmorning tea and the fish tossing competition. We almost filled it with the tailor’s presentation on seven ways to sew a sail, but the speaker didn’t make it this year.”

      “What happened to him?” Brownbeard asked, studying his manicured nails with disinterest.

      “Scurvy.”

      “Jolly good. We’ll have the funeral at that time instead. Pity the old man had to die this year, right before his retirement.”

      “Better that way,” McCormick said. “He woulda been miserable.”

      “Quite right. Still a pity. I was relying on his support for this year’s kingly election. The pirate parlay won’t be the same without him.” Brownbeard tucked his handkerchief in a pocket. “So, where’s your quartermaster? What’s his name… Tommy the Tailor something or other.”

      “He won’t be coming,” Trickett said, searching her pockets for tobacco.

      “Why ever not? As second-in-command, he should be here.”

      “Remember the canceled presentation on seven ways to sew a sail?”

      “So what… Oh. I see.” Brownbeard tutted again. “The tailor was very good at sewing things up. It’s regrettable. Then again, one man’s misfortune is another’s promotion. Who’s your quartermaster now? Send him in. I’d like to be the first to congratulate him on his new position as captain.”

      “The crew has to vote first, don’t they?” Trickett asked, her heartbeat speeding up.

      Brownbeard dismissed her point with a casual wave. “A mere formality, really. It’s practically guaranteed. Who’s the lucky fellow?”

      Trickett exchanged a worried look with McCormick, then swallowed past the constriction in her throat. “That would be me. Sir.”
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      Captain Brownbeard the Barbaric spluttered. He hurriedly extracted his scented handkerchief from its pocket and inhaled deeply. “You? You?! The quartermaster of The Pink Pearl? You can’t possibly be the quartermaster. That would mean…” He gasped. “That means you’re an automatic candidate for captain. Preposterous. Unacceptable. Ludicrous even!”

      Trickett clamped her teeth hard around her pipe. “What happened to the promotion being practically guaranteed? The election, a mere formality?”

      “I was being poetic. The crew won’t vote for you.”

      “I’ll vote for you,” McCormick said, glowering at Brownbeard.

      “Thanks.”

      Brownbeard scoffed. “He might, but no one else will.”

      “Why not?” Stubbs demanded.

      Brownbeard collapsed onto a rickety, three-legged stool. “Because… well, look at her, mateys. She’s young, colored, and… and a woman!”

      McCormick inhaled loudly, and Stubbs muttered something unsavory about barnacles and their mothers. Both men wisely took a step away from Brownbeard and Trickett.

      “Correct on all counts,” Trickett drawled, grateful the tremble in her hands didn’t sneak into her voice. “Although I’m unclear what my age, skin and gender have to do with anything.” She prepared her facial features to deliver her infamous La Look.

      Sadly, Brownbeard seemed quite oblivious to the power of a well-delivered glare. He was too focused on the shocking revelation that the recently deceased pirate king had appointed a woman to such a senior post.

      “I’ve never heard of such a thing,” he informed them. “A woman quartermaster. Bah. Old Man said he wanted to modernize the pirate way. But this isn’t modernization. It’s revolutionization!”

      Trickett wished she were a captain at that moment, if only to put Brownbeard in his place. Instead, she forced a smile, her mouth brittle around the edges. “You mean revolutionizing, and what’s wrong with a little one from time to time?”

      “Everything! Revolutions are loud, messy and usually involve decapitations. I prefer to keep my head firmly connected to my shoulders.”

      “We’re done here.” Trickett tried to ignore the irritating captain of The Dolphin’s Kiss — not an easy task given he was sitting in front of her — and nodded at her deceased captain. “Sail well, Old Man. May the wind be at your back, and calm waters ahead.”

      “An’ no sharks circlin’ your grave,” McCormick added, his voice gruff.

      “Ain’t no blasted sharks on land,” Stubbs noted.

      Trickett patted McCormick’s arm. “It’s the sentiment that counts.”

      “You’re not really going to put your name forward for captain of The Pink Pearl?” Brownbeard asked.

      Before this moment, Trickett had never suffered from lofty ambitions. Her lifestyle requirements were simple: a safe place to sleep, tobacco for her pipe, two meals a day, and a few tea breaks in between.

      She’d been given more than that when Old Man had invited her to sign the Pirate Codex and join his crew. He hadn’t cared about her gender, color or age, only that she worked hard and was loyal to him.

      His offer had been a godsend. He’d saved her from a dangerous situation that had stalked her through the streets of Victorian London.

      Out on the open ocean, she could sleep without fear of waking up to an assassin’s blade. Even Queen Victoria’s powerful grasp couldn’t reach them, only drift past them along the edge of the horizon. Over the past few years, the ship had become her home, its crew her family.

      But now a new feeling niggled at her. Not ambition exactly. More like protectiveness of her adopted family and her floating home. A sense of ownership for her captain’s legacy. Who could best take over Old Man as captain, if not her?

      Then another thought surfaced, momentarily leaving her breathless. There were many ships congregating around Treasure Island for the annual pirate parlay. With her captain dead, it was feasible for another crew to make a bid and take over The Pink Pearl.

      Trickett decided then and there she wasn’t letting that happen.

      “Yes, I am,” she said, louder and more forcibly than she’d meant to. “I’m submitting my name as a candidate. You know what else, Captain Brownbeard?” She leaned into his personal space, trying not to inhale too deeply. The lavender perfume didn’t completely cover up the less pleasant odors. “I’ll win that election. Hands. Down.”

      “Oh, my.”

      “That’s right. We’re about to make history with a quiet revolution. You’re looking at the future captain of The Pink Pearl. So you might want to use a more respectful tone with me.”

      Trickett expected Brownbeard to huff, puff and protest. Instead, he clapped his hands with exaggerated care, a smile slowly stretching across his ferociously bearded face. “Magnificent.”

      “If you say so,” Trickett said, staring at the body of her recently deceased mentor, the energy from her bold announcement fading as she faced reality.

      Captain Old Man was by far the oldest pirate in recorded history. The typical pirate’s career path didn’t lend itself to longevity, and few ever saw the benefits of all their hard work. Retirement usually involved a prison cell, not sailing off into the sunset with a ship full of loot.

      But somehow Old Man had dodged all attempts on his life, battled the high seas and a few British navy vessels, and ascended the pirate hierarchy until he was the elected pirate king. Never mind he’d been part deaf and halfway blind toward the end. He’d run a good ship, been fair to his crew, and polite enough to his enemies that they’d be singing his praises now he was dead. Could she really fill his pirate boots and lead his crew?

      Brownbeard turned to her. “You know what Old Man’s death means?”

      “A funeral?” Trickett replied, confused by the dramatic change in topic.

      “A wake?” McCormick suggested.

      “Singin’ blasted off-key dirges,” Stubbs muttered.

      “Yes, all of that.” Brownbeard stood up and tugged at the cuffs of his jacket, straightening the sleeves to perfection. “But more importantly, this situation is a fantastic opportunity.”
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      Trickett frowned at Brownbeard. They were sitting next to her deceased captain, at risk of a hostile takeover by another crew, and here he was gloating over an opportunity.

      “An opportunity for a funeral and a new captain, you mean,” Trickett said, wondering if this would be the last pirate parlay.

      Old Man had been the driving force of the annual event for the past three decades. Without his firm hand on the wheel, the gathered pirates might descend into brawling and bragging, both of which were unhelpful distractions.

      Brownbeard stroked his namesake, clearly still contemplating whatever opportunity the recent death provided. “Have you announced this to your crew or anyone else?”

      “As we just discovered the situation ourselves, we have not,” Trickett said. “Squidly’s in my tent with strict instructions to say nothing.”

      “I tied and gagged him,” McCormick admitted. “To make sure he doesn’t gossip with the other guards.”

      “Good thinking, mate,” she said.

      Brownbeard nodded, making sympathetic noises that were about as insincere as humanly possible. “Yes, a great shame. The last of the great, old⁠—”

      “Again, the preoccupation with age,” Trickett interrupted.

      Brownbeard turned to study her. He was a well-dressed man, a little bit too well dressed for her liking. The pirate’s life was a rough-and-ready sort of affair. The last time she’d seen any man — or woman — wear a powdered wig, a flouncy hat and an elaborate cravat was back in London.

      She didn’t appreciate the reminder of her past life. She’d done her best not to think of England and everything she’d left behind. A bit of forgetfulness went a long way.

      “Think of it,” Brownbeard pressed onward.

      Trickett glanced at McCormick who shrugged. Stubbs was glaring at his peg leg as if it had just gravely insulted him.

      “Think of what, Captain Brownbeard?”

      “You’re the quartermaster.”

      “As we’ve established, yes.”

      “Second in command to the captain. And the most likely to succeed him, assuming you can convince your crew to vote for you.”

      McCormick inhaled sharply, and Stubbs stopped berating his peg leg momentarily.

      “And?” Trickett prodded, trying to squelch the flutter of excitement.

      “With the right sort of support, you really could be captain of The Pink Pearl, the second most important ship in the pirates’ armada.”

      “Ain’t no blasted armada among pirates,” Stubbs grumbled.

      He was correct, but Trickett didn’t press the point. The only time pirate crews from all the region’s ships ever came together in something approaching amicability and peace was during the annual pirate parlay held on Treasure Island. Otherwise, it was every ship for itself, and the crew pledged allegiance to its own captain.

      Captain Old Man had been an exceptional pirate king and had expanded the role beyond a mere symbol to oversee an event. He’d convinced the other captains and their crews to pledge him allegiance. But it was a temporary allegiance, based upon mutual interests, tentatively held together by Captain Old Man’s promise not to obliterate every pirate ship he met. If they supported his kingship, he’d look the other way if they crossed paths on the open oceans.

      If she were the captain, Trickett mused, she’d have a gentler approach to the high seas, and a kinder lifestyle. If such a thing were possible for a woman in the reign of Queen Victoria.

      “Well?” Brownbeard peered at her, his expression intent. “What do you think? With my support, it’s more than wishful thinking. It becomes a real possibility. Imagine it. Captain Trickett of The Pink Pearl. Although we’d have to change your name. Any captain worth his salt⁠—”

      “Or her salt,” she interrupted.

      Brownbeard frowned. “The point is, no captain uses such a pedestrian name.”

      Trickett tried not to smile. What name would she use if she became a pirate captain? She’d only been a member of The Pink Pearl’s crew for a few years. But in that time, she’d made a good reputation for herself, and rapidly climbed the ranks. Old Man might’ve been old-fashioned in some of his beliefs and opinions, but he’d seen potential in her, and had ignored the inconvenient fact of her being a woman.

      Becoming quartermaster had been a notable achievement. She was in charge of all the provisions of the ship and the distribution thereof. Second in command to the captain. But captain? Could it really happen?

      “Think on it,” Brownbeard whispered, as if there was someone else in the room who hadn’t already heard his suggestion. “Captain Trickett of The Pink Pearl.”

      Trickett snapped out of the trance his suggestion had put her in. “And what do you want out of this opportunity?”

      Brownbeard straightened up and placed a hand on his chest. “Me? Want anything?”

      Trickett suppressed her knowing sigh. Of course there was something. There was always some deal to be made, particularly with Captain Brownbeard the Barbaric. This was her third pirate parlay. While each event lasted only a few days, she’d learned enough about the other captains to know she wanted as little to do with any of them as possible.

      But Brownbeard was a whole other level of ambition. He never offered his assistance without requiring something in return.

      And Trickett was pretty sure she knew what his ambitious heart desired. “You want to be the pirate king.”
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      Stubbs gasped. “Him, king? An’ our ol’ king not even buried?”

      Trickett kept quiet, waiting for Brownbeard to respond.

      Brownbeard wasn’t a particularly good actor. But he managed to look mildly outraged at the notion, while nodding encouragingly at her. “Would I be the worst option, now that the great Captain Old Man is no more?”

      “Blasted disrespectful, talkin’ o’er his body like he’s already gone,” Stubbs said.

      “He is already gone, Stubbs,” Trickett reminded him.

      “But he ain’t gone, gone. He’s right there, watchin’ us an’ all.”

      Stealing her nerves, Trickett reached out and forced the captain’s eyelids downward until he looked like he was sleeping. “Better?”

      “Aye,” Stubbs said. “Least he ain’t lookin’.”

      “Listen, what are the other options?” Brownbeard persisted. “I’m as good as any to be pirate king and successor to your great captain⁠—”

      “You can stop with the great captain line,” Trickett said. “What do you want from me?”

      “The support of The Pink Pearl. With the reputation of your ship’s crew behind me, that will definitely increase the chances of me winning the election. And in return.” He gestured at her with his handkerchief, leaving a whiff of lavender in the air.

      “You’ll support my bid for captain,” she finished off.

      “If the pirate king encouraged your crew to vote for you, they certainly would.”

      “I’d vote for her without your support,” McCormick announced, then flushed as she turned to stare at him.

      “Thanks, McCormick.” She studied Brownbeard. She didn’t trust him as far as she could throw him, which wasn’t very far. Still, what did she have to lose?

      “We vote for you. You make sure everyone votes for me,” Trickett summarized, trying not to reveal her growing excitement.

      Brownbeard grinned. “Well summarized, young lady.”

      “Again, my age and my gender⁠—”

      “Yes, yes.” He waved away her complaint. “The thing is, for this to work, we have to make sure this is the best parlay ever. As pirate king, Old Man organized this parlay, but someone will need to take over its management.”

      “You.”

      “Of course. We need to keep the event on track. Because you know what happens if things go awry.”

      “Right. Nobody wants unhappy pirates on election night,” Trickett said.

      “Exactly, young… I mean, Quartermaster Trickett. What I need from you is assistance to make sure everything goes according to plan. Truth is, I don’t know how to manage a pirate parlay,” Brownbeard softly admitted. “Old Man did such a good job, and seemingly single-handedly.”

      Trickett snorted. “I can assure you, it wasn’t by any one hand. We all had all our hands in it.”

      “Aye,” McCormick affirmed. “That be the truth of it all.”

      “Yes, yes, you all contributed, you’re so wonderful, such a united crew, blah blah blah.” Brownbeard tugged at his beard. “The point is, I never lifted a finger, I’m happy to say.”

      “Good for you,” Trickett said.

      “Not really, not if I want to win the election this year. I need to show that I’ve done something marvelous for the pirate parlay.”

      “So you want to take over from us?”

      “Absolutely not! I’m a pirate, not a common manager,” Brownbeard said in a huff. “No, I want you to continue with the pirate parlay this year, so I can learn. But you have to help me. Arrange something spectacular and attention grabbing and vote seeking.”

      “I think we can manage that,” Trickett said, smiling as she found a tiny sachet of tobacco tucked deep into a pocket. “Yes, I believe we can.”

      “Fantastic.” Brownbeard patted the handkerchief across his cheeks. “In the meantime, we’ll have a suitable crying session for the old captain here. Show how devoted we all were and such.”

      “No.”

      “No?” Brownbeard gawked, and McCormick shuffled uncomfortably next to her.

      Trickett began stuffing the bowl of her pipe with tobacco. “That’s right. No. No one apart from us is to know the old man is dead.”

      “Why blasted not?” Stubbs demanded.

      But Brownbeard was already nodding. “She’s right, you know. Impressive. Maybe you are captain material, after all.”

      Trickett clamped her teeth against her pipe’s stem.

      “Course she is,” McCormick said. “But why the secret?”

      “It’ll cause chaos if the other crews know your captain is dead,” Brownbeard replied with the tone of a teacher explaining the obvious. “Someone might even try to take over The Pink Pearl.”

      McCormick puffed out his chest. “I’d like to see ‘em try.”

      “No, you wouldn’t,” Trickett snapped. “We don’t want anyone trying anything. We want everyone to continue with the pirate parlay, completely oblivious to what’s afoot.”

      “How many blasted feet ye want?” Stubbs grumped. “Only got one left.”

      Trickett smiled at the peg-legged pirate. “Your other foot is safe enough. As for Captain Old Man, he’s officially not dead.”

      Stubbs was slack jawed. “He ain’t?”

      “Right. As far as anyone is concerned, he’s very much alive.”

      “When is he not officially still alive?” McCormick asked.

      “Only at the very end of the event,” Trickett replied, already formulating the details of her plan. “After the election results are announced, at which point the new pirate king⁠—”

      Brownbeard straightened his shoulders. “That’ll be me.”

      “Hopefully,” Trickett added. “We’ll announce the death, and our new pirate king⁠—”

      “Me,” Brownbeard whispered.

      “Will support my bid for captain.”

      “The Pink Pearl’s crew’ll vote for you,” McCormick said, giving her a salute.

      “Probably,” Stubbs muttered.

      “I’ll make sure they do,” McCormick said.

      “That’s hardly in keeping with the election spirit,” Trickett said, trying not to smile at his earnestness.

      “There’s such a thing as too much democracy. You’ll get our votes.”

      “Thank you.” Trickett nodded at Brownbeard. “Don’t you worry, sir. We’ll make sure this event goes down in history. The fifty-first pirate parlay is going to be the best ever.”

      “Captain, are you in there?” a man with a refined voice and educated accent asked from outside the tent.

      Brownbeard groaned. “That Pepe Le Pirate. Always sticking his long, aristocratic nose where it isn’t wanted. One of these days I’ll have to promote him to quartermaster just so he’ll leave me alone.”

      “We can’t let him in here,” Trickett warned, warming up to the plan, as ridiculous and unlikely to succeed as it was. “Get out there and take him back to your camp. Tell him you were meeting with Old Man who asked you to help with the event.”

      Brownbeard pursed his lips. Trickett held her breath, certain he was about to reprimand her for daring to give him orders. Instead, he nodded once and left the tent, taking Pepe Le Pirate away with him.
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      Trickett waited until he was gone before collapsing onto the stool. Her, captain? It was too much to imagine, so she pushed it out of her mind and focused on what had to happen next. “No one else can know about this. Nor can they enter the tent.”

      “You can depend on us,” McCormick said.

      Stubbs crossed his arms over his chest, grumbling under his breath.

      “You have somethin’ to say to our new cap’n?” McCormick asked.

      “I appreciate the enthusiasm, McCormick,” Trickett said. “But I’m not captain yet. Old Man is still officially The Pink Pearl’s captain for the next couple of days. What is it, Stubbs?”

      “Ye need our blasted support, don’t ye?”

      McCormick glowered at the smaller man, but Trickett nodded, encouraging him to continue.

      “Ye want us to keep quiet. Well, I want somethin’, too.”

      “What?”

      “Friday night dinner. The whole crew, on deck, breakin’ bread together. Lord’s prayer an’ all.”

      McCormick groaned. “We’ve been through this before, Stubbs. Captain Old Man’s ready to roll in his bed with all this talk ‘bout the Lord’s prayer and Sabbath dinner an’ all that.”

      “It’s me one ask.”

      “You’ve got it,” Trickett hurriedly said before McCormick could ruffle Stubbs any more.

      The old carpenter was permanently ruffled and grumbly. But he was also loved by the rest of the crew, even if no one wanted to admit it. The man had everyone’s respect. She’d need his vote and his support if this was going to happen.

      Stubbs squinted at her as if trying to assess the reliability of her word.

      “I swear it,” she said, aiming for enthusiastic and hitting on only mildly reluctant. “Sabbath dinner. Lord’s prayer. The whole crew. Every Friday.”

      “No matter what.”

      “What if we’re in the middle of a storm or a battle with First Sea Lord Hickinlooper?”

      “No matter what.”

      Trickett held up her hands. “All right. No matter what. McCormick, what about you?”

      “You have my support, no matter what. I don’t need anythin’.”

      Stubbs muttered something about stupid sailors. But McCormick ignored the grumpy pirate, just nodded at Trickett as if she was already a captain.

      Her mouth went dry just thinking about the possibility that this plan might actually work. “Right,” she said, pushing herself past her nerves and into action. Pacing the increasingly stuffy tent was better than dwelling on the future. “We’ll tell the rest of the crew Captain Old Man is busy writing his memoirs.”

      “His men what?” Stubbs asked.

      “His diary,” McCormick whispered.

      Stubbs spluttered. “Ain’t no pirate who’ll be writin’ diaries. That’s women’s stuff.”

      Trickett cleared her throat meaningfully.

      “Meanin’ no disrespect,” Stubbs added.

      “Fine. No memoirs. How about… he’s planning a big surprise, and he doesn’t want to be disturbed,” Trickett amended.

      “Sounds ‘bout right. What next?” McCormick asked, eager to carry forth her orders already.

      Trickett considered her options. “We have to make this a memorable parlay.”

      “Best ever,” McCormick agreed.

      “I said memorable, not necessarily the best. So here’s what we’re going to do.”

      She stopped pacing and outlined her plan. McCormick squirmed, Stubbs muttered a lot about blasted barnacles, but in the end they agreed.

      “And you’re sure you want Squidly to help?” McCormick asked for the fifth time.

      “He’s essential to the plan,” she explained, wondering if she sounded commanding enough to be a captain.

      “Essential?”

      “Yes. Without a doubt.”

      Stubbs and McCormick exchanged looks. Stubbs kicked at the sand covering the tent’s floor and shook his head.

      McCormick cleared his throat. “Thing is, I don’t like to talk bad about any crew⁠—”

      “Then don’t,” she said.

      “But you know as well as the next mate how Squidly is.”

      “Worst pirate ever,” Stubbs grumped.

      “Aye, an’ it’s not just us sayin’ so,” McCormick hastily added. “He won an award that said as much a couple years back. He’s proud o’ the fact. Says he’s never won anythin’ ‘fore that.”

      “Which is why we need him for this plan to succeed,” Trickett explained. “Besides, how difficult is it to secure the rowboats, and lock up the food crate? Even the worst pirate ever can manage that.”

      Decision made and plan outlined, Trickett gave Stubbs and McCormick a set of instructions to be delivered to Squidly, then dismissed  them in what she thought was a very captain-like tone.

      When they were gone, she sat next to Captain Old Man and patted his wrinkled hand. “You were supposed to retire, not die. Let’s hope the rest of your plan works out better than the first part.”
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      An outraged scream woke Trickett shortly after sunrise. She smiled to herself. “Phase two has begun, Old Man.”

      She rolled off of her narrow camping bed, tugged on her boots, and marched out of her tent.

      Quartermasters, captains and a few of the officers had a right to a private tent. The rest of the pirates had camped as best they could. Makeshift lean-tos sprouted like deformed mushrooms along the beach and at the edge of the jungle. Some sailors hadn’t bothered with even that little bit of shelter and instead had rolled themselves up in blankets. They looked like giant cigars littered across the sand or swinging from hammocks strung haphazardly between trees.

      “What’s all the fuss?” she shouted into the early morning air.

      Pepe Le Pirate marched toward her, trailed by several disgruntled pirates. “Fuss, you asked?”

      “I did.”

      He waved his arms energetically toward the shoreline. “What’s the fuss, indeed!”

      McCormick appeared by her side, his bulk a reassuring presence. “Aye, you heard her well enough. What’s the fuss?”

      Pepe Le Pirate pointed down the beach where the surf sloshed across the soft white sand. “There be your fuss!”

      Trickett occupied her mouth by stuffing her pipe’s stem into it before her lips betrayed her with a smile. “I don’t see anything wrong.”

      “That’s precisely the problem. We don’t see anything!” Pepe Le Pirate was practically jumping up and down at this point. “The rowboats, they’re all floating out to sea.”

      McCormick nodded. “Aye, so they are.”

      “Wasn’t one of the night guards supposed to check on them?” Trickett asked. “Make sure they’re above the high tide mark?”

      “Exactly!” Pepe Le Pirate shouted. “But instead, someone loosened the mooring rope.”

      Trickett lit her pipe, puffing energetically until a billow of smoke blurred her merriment. She silently prayed the laughter bubbling inside of her would stay firmly inside. “What’s done is done. I suppose you can always swim after them.”

      “Swim?” Pepe Le Pirate’s face flushed so brightly, she worried he was about to self-combust. “None of us can swim!”

      “Right. That might be a problem.”

      “Might? It is a problem! Unless you want to swim out to fetch them for us?”

      “I prefer not to drown on an empty stomach.” She forced an exaggerated shudder, and a few of the pirates close by shuddered sympathetically with her.

      “How do we get back to our ships, then? What do we do? Stay on this island forever?”

      Trickett pretended to consider the options while staring out at the natural bay where the pirate ships were all anchored. A small armada of rowboats drifted toward the middle of the bay in a large, wooden clump. The hulls knocked against each other, sounding like a wooden wind chime.

      “It be a problem,” McCormick agreed.

      “I’m sure the pirate king can sort this out,” Trickett said, keeping her expression smooth.

      McCormick choked on a cough. “Um… really?”

      Pepe Le Pirate scowled. “Where is the old man?”

      “Sleeping,” Trickett said. “Not to be disturbed.”

      “But…” Pepe Le Pirate straightened, his scowl deepening. “This is an emergency. I insist⁠—”

      Someone screamed from the other end of the beach, then shouted, “Help. Save me! Me blasted leg’s been eaten!”
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      “Who’d eat a leg?” Trickett wondered out loud, her teeth firmly clamped around her pipe.

      “Me leg!” Stubbs continued shouting as he bounced toward them on one leg.

      His shouts woke up more pirates. They fell out of their hammocks, crawled free of their blanket cocoons, and stumbled out of their lean-tos and tents.

      “So many emergencies, and all before breakfast,” Trickett murmured, glad she’d managed to fill her pipe bowl before all the fuss started.

      Stubbs leaned against a nearby tree, out of breath. “Somethin’ ate my leg!” He pointed at the stump that normally had a wooden peg leg attached.

      “How do you know it’s been eaten?” Trickett asked.

      Stubbs held up a handful of splinters. “What else coulda happened?”

      “Maybe someone stole it for firewood.”

      “Or to make toothpicks,” McCormick added.

      Tossing the splinters at McCormick, Stubbs squirreled up his face. “T’was eaten, I tell ye.”

      Pepe Le Pirate pulled back his shoulders and narrowed his eyes at Trickett as if it was all her fault. To be fair, it was. But he didn’t know that, so how dare he blame her? “What has the pirate king to say to that? He can’t even look after his own crew. A pirate captain who can’t care for his crew is not worthy to be captain. Or king, for that matter.”

      A few of the other pirates nodded in agreement, murmuring among themselves.

      “Sounds like a mutiny to me,” Trickett noted, forcing her features to remain impassive even as her stomach squirmed. This part of the plan had a few risks, one of which involved another crew taking over her ship.

      “It would be if he were my captain,” Pepe Le Pirate pointed out. “I’d do whatever it took to dispose of such an incompetent pirate, especially one wearing the crown.”

      “So you want to challenge Old Man to the throne, do you?”

      “No. That’s not what I…” Pepe Le Pirate jabbed a finger at her. “Wait ’til I tell Captain Brownbeard. He’ll have a word or two to say on this.”

      “I’m sure he will.”

      “It’s a disaster!” Brownbeard bellowed, jogging toward them. “The end of everything! Pack up the camp and row for your lives!”

      “Why? The British Royal Navy’s found us?” Pepe Le Pirate squealed.

      “A giant tsunami is headed toward the island?” McCormick asked.

      “I know,” Trickett said. “The pirates of the Caribbean have discovered our secret location and are about to invade?”

      Brownbeard blinked at them slowly, as if reassessing the situation. “No. Not those kinds of disasters. But we should leave anyway.”

      “That’s going to be hard to do,” Pepe Le Pirate grumbled.

      “True.” Trickett tilted her head toward the rowboats happily bobbing out at sea. “Seems we’ve lost our transport back to the ships.”

      “And me blasted leg,” Stubbs added.

      Captain Brownbeard stumbled to a stop in front of her, his pale cheeks flushed, his eyes wide and wild. “That’s not all we lost. The food crate. Left unlocked. Monkeys everywhere!”

      As if on cue, a troop of monkeys clambered up the trees closest to them, chattering happily. They leaped rapidly out of reach of a short, plump and thoroughly enraged human who was chasing after them.

      “Squidly?” Trickett called out. “What’s happened?”

      “Monkeys. Food,” Squidly yelped, trying to snag a monkey’s tail. “Come back with our breakfast!”

      “Our breakfast?” Pepe Le Pirate gasped, his voice wheezy.

      Trickett pretended to look concerned. “Right.”

      “It’s his fault, then!” Pepe Le Pirate said.

      Trickett shook her head. “Can’t imagine who put him in charge.”

      McCormick opened his mouth, and Trickett jabbed his side with her elbow.

      “Help!” Squidly gasped, right before he tripped over a small clump of sand and fell on his face.

      A monkey bounced onto a branch above the fallen pirate, trailing a long line of uncooked sausages.

      “Our breakfast!” Pepe Le Pirate howled.

      “To be fair,” Tricky said, “they only stole half the meal.”

      Another monkey appeared next to the first, its cheeks bulging. Its lips peeled back to reveal at least three eggs stuffed into its mouth. A couple more eggs were clutched in its paws, yellow yolk dripping through its furry little fingers.

      “Oops. There’s the other half of our breakfast,” Trickett continued, admiring the mess the monkeys were making. “You’re right, Pepe. They stole everything.”

      “Everything?”

      “Except the tea, of course.”

      A third monkey dropped onto the branch, a sachet of tea leaves clutched in its jaws, a kettle swinging from its tail.

      “I stand corrected,” Trickett murmured, trying to look abashed.

      “The tea as well?” McCormick asked in an awed voice.

      “Looks like it. Who knew little primates had such good taste?”

      The monkeys chittered and screeched. Trickett was certain they agreed with her.

      Pepe Le Pirate held up a finger. “This has gone too far! I can take murder.”

      “Hurrah!” the other pirates yelled.

      “I can take mayhem.”

      “Hurrah!”

      “I can even take a ban on food fights during the parlay.”

      The gathered crowd grumbled, with only a few lackluster shouts of, “Hurrah?”

      “But no breakfast? And no tea?!”

      “Boo!”

      “It’s a plank walking offense.”

      “Hurrah!”

      Pepe Le Pirate pointed at Old Man’s tent. “And you know who’s to blame? Who organized this parlay?”

      “He did,” Trickett said, thumbing at Brownbeard who glared at her.

      “Boo! This is the worst pirate parlay ever!” Pepe Le Pirate announced. “They should all walk the plank!”
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      “Walk the plank!” the pirates began to chant, encouraged by Pepe Le Pirate. “Walk the plank. Walk the plank!”

      Trickett glanced toward Squidly. He was brushing sand off of his pants while a large and rather hairy spider crept across his scalp. She caught his eye and gestured for him to leave. Nodding, he spun around and promptly tripped over a twig, falling into a vine-covered bush.

      Brownbeard leaned close to Trickett, ignoring McCormick’s warning huff. “How is any of this helpful? We’ll have a revolution on our hands if this continues. And you know how I feel about those.”

      “Hands?”

      “Revolutions! They inevitably end in decapitated heads rolling around. A messy business. Is that monkey stuffing tea leaves up its nose?”

      “It is.”

      “Deal with this,” Brownbeard hissed. “Or you can forget being a pirate, never mind captain.”

      Trickett held out her pipe and knocked out the old ash. “There won’t be a revolution, tea-sniffing primates aside. In a few minutes, this will all blow over, you’ll have saved the day, and no one walks the plank. Except maybe those monkeys.”

      Brownbeard frowned. “But how? The way Pepe is riling up the rabble, you won’t be the only captain to lose his ship.”

      “Or her ship,” McCormick interjected.

      “Pepe’ll convince everyone to vote him captain and king,” Brownbeard concluded dejectedly.

      “No, he won’t.” Trickett finally let her lips do what they wanted: smile. A laugh quivered at the edge of her words.

      “But this is the worst parlay ever! The rowboats’re gone. Now our food stock depleted, thanks to those vermin.”

      The three monkeys sitting on the branch above them must not have been impressed by the statement. They howled and hooted, flinging bits of breakfast ingredients down upon the assembled pirates.

      Trickett reluctantly tugged Brownbeard out of the way, then chuckled at the rain of raw food.

      An egg landed with a satisfying splat on top of Pepe Le Pirate’s head. Yellow liquid dribbled over his carefully coiffed hair and plopped onto the man’s nose. He flicked it off, then twirled around and marched away, leaving a line of egg yolk in his wake.

      “There he goes, no doubt to start his campaign,” Brownbeard moaned. “And you know what his first order of business will be once he’s elected captain of The Dolphin’s Kiss? He’ll put his name forward as pirate king. And then he’ll maroon me on this island.”

      “Trickett?” McCormick began.

      She looked around, then reached into her tent and pulled out a peg leg which she tossed at Stubbs. “You have the extra food crate?”

      “Extra food crate?” Brownbeard repeated, his mouth slack.

      McCormick pointed at Squidly, who was trying to stand while battling with a vine. “He fell on its hiding place.”

      “Good ol’ Squidly,” Trickett said. “His screwups always save the day. Eventually.”

      “But—” Brownbeard began.

      “How about my rowboat?” Trickett continued.

      “Other side o’ the island, like ye asked,” Stubbs said, strapping on his spare leg.

      “Right. Brownbeard.” She turned to face the astonished captain, trying not to gloat, but not trying too hard. A little bit of gloating went a long way. “Go save the day. Stubbs and I’ll fetch the rowboat you cleverly stored in the event of just such an occurrence.”

      “But I didn’t⁠—”

      “McCormick will help you drag the real food crate to the fire pit. You should arrive just as Pepe Le Pirate makes an utter fool of himself. Not that he needs to put much effort to succeed in that department.”

      Stubbs thumped his peg leg against the sand, testing it out, then scowled at her. “Don’t much appreciate the blasted theatrics, mind ye.”

      “You did a brilliant job.”

      “But—” Brownbeard gestured at her, at Stubbs, and finally at Squidly, who was now struggling to remove the vines wrapped around his chest. In the process, he’d inadvertently tugged a crate from out of the vine-covered bush.

      “Are you still here?” Trickett asked, wondering when he’d leave so she could make tea with her own stash of leaves.

      “You…” Brownbeard gawked and gulped.

      “That would be captain to you,” Trickett said and laughed, not caring if it wasn’t very captain-like of her to do so.

      “You orchestrated all of this, didn’t you?”

      She thought of Old Man lying dead in his tent. “Maybe not all of it. But most of it.”

      “Tricky one, aren’t you?” Brownbeard made it sound like it was almost a compliment.

      “Tricky,” Trickett murmured. “What do you think of that, McCormick? Cap’n Tricky of The Pink Pearl.”

      McCormick slapped her back companionably. “Sounds ‘bout right.”

      Trickett stared down the beach at the pirates assembling around the fire pit, still chanting for someone to walk the plank. “I suppose we should first stop a revolution, vote for a king, and have breakfast. Not necessarily in that order.”

      Brownbeard the Barbaric, soon-to-be pirate king, started to smile for the first time that morning. “Aye, aye, Cap’n Tricky.”
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      The adventures of Cap’n Tricky and her crew continue in Storm Wavily and The Pirate King. Read on for an excerpt and important links.
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      I had no idea the cat could talk until I launched my escape plan.

      “I hope you realize that’s not going to work,” the cat announced. He clawed up my curtains, collapsing onto my windowsill to recover. Huffing, he waddled toward me. His tail — the only slim part of him — swished with all the self-importance a cat can possess.

      “You have no idea what works and…” I paused and studied my stepmother’s pet. He was a handsome, plump, pompous creature with long, silky black fur. He would’ve made a perfect familiar for any self-respecting witch if not for his paws. They were all white. “You can talk!”

      The cat sat in front of me, tail curled neatly around him. His eyes glowed yellow, and his nose wiggled with disdain. “Humph! Clearly. But can you listen? Probably not. You’ve been spending too much time with humans.”

      “You mean my father and his wife?”

      He shuddered. “An infectious lot if ever there was. You’re practically one of them now.”

      I bristled at the suggestion I was human. I certainly looked and sounded like one. But that was as far as it went. I lifted my chin. “I’ll have you know I’m a witch, and not just any. I’m the granddaughter of Penelope Evian Puddlewick, Grand Dame of the Wavily Clan, and a member of one of the most important families in the witch world. You, on the other hand, are a mere cat.”

      “Which goes to show how little you know. Clearly you’ve been contaminated with unsavory notions after a lifetime of frequenting the home of the human you refer to as Father.” He sniffed, then began licking one of his front paws.

      I decided the best course of action was to ignore the pesky feline. Besides, a talking cat wasn’t that impressive, at least not for witches. The surprising part was that no one — including my powerful grandmother — had identified the cat as a potential familiar instead of a mere non-verbal house cat.

      The cat stretched, bounced onto my bed, and flopped down. “She’s set traps, you know. Grande Dame Puddlewick knew you’d try to sneak away.”

      “I’m not sneaking. I’m leaving.”

      “In a sneaky way.”

      “I’m quite aware of what my grandmother is capable of, cat.” I double-checked the contents of my bag. Was I missing anything? I felt like I was. Something important⁠—

      He hissed. “My name isn’t cat. That’s what the human female calls me. An insult to the feline race everywhere. How I’ve suffered in silence.”

      “I’m sure. I suppose I’m ready to go now.”

      I surveyed my bedroom one last time. I was sorry to have to leave it. But even more wretched was the arranged marriage Grand Dame Puddlewick insisted I enter.

      “A fine match,” she’d declared. “He comes from a distinguished lineage almost as exalted and ancient as ours, Storm. And he’s a noble. His family’s acceptance of the union is nothing short of a political triumph. Yes, he shall do nicely.”

      I wasn’t opposed to marriage in general, just this specific one. I was a witch, not a mere woman to be married off at the convenience of her family. I wanted to marry for love, not for political and social maneuvering, even if it did benefit my family.

      That aside, Queen Victoria was well established on her throne. Didn’t that account for something? If the greatest monarch of the greatest empire of the world was a woman, then surely the plight of women everywhere — witches or humans — should likewise improve? The queen held sway over the lives of millions. So why couldn’t I decide with whom to produce offspring?

      Alas, Grand Dame Puddlewick wasn’t so enlightened.

      The Grand Dame of the Wavily Witch Clan and permanent member of the European Witch Council had very different ideas. Traditional ideas. It was she who insisted on locking me and my younger sister Misty in the dungeon for a month after we released a basket of toads into the kitchen. She made it clear she was punishing us not for the crime of disrupting the kitchen but for being caught.

      Nor were we allowed to refer to her as Granny, Grandmother or any similar term of familiar endearment. We had to call her by her title. She was the most witchiest witch I knew of.

      I was looking forward to my new life, one free from her domineering rule. I had a plan, and a decent one at that. And I wasn’t about to deviate from that plan by a smidgeon, regardless of sentimentality or the dubious advice of a fat cat.

      I still hesitated.

      Was this confusing mess of emotions what my mother experienced when she left us to join a circus?

      I pushed the question into a mental box labeled Do not open on pain of death and closed the lid. It didn’t matter what my mother thought or felt when she ran away. She made her choice. My father — a human through and through — made his and married another human.

      My stepmother wasn’t a bad woman. She was just… well, human. Grand Dame Puddlewick hadn’t approved and immediately moved in to ensure that Misty’s and my training continued in the witch way.

      “Aren’t you going to take this?” The cat nudged the chicken egg housed in a small wicker box on my bed.

      “Oh! Yes. I almost forgot it.”

      “This is why you need me to accompany you.”

      “Out of the question. I can’t take you. That would be stealing.”

      “You can’t steal what nobody owns. And I belong to no one.”

      “I don’t really like cats.”

      “That’s all right. I don’t like people. I’m coming with you.”

      “Who are you to say so?”

      “An excellent question. Allow me to answer.” The cat puffed out his chest, tipped his chin up, and stated, “I am Sir Dedrick Bartholomew Pocock O’Doherty the Third, descendant of the Egyptian cat goddess Bastet. You may now bow before your superior. Or curtsy. I’ll accept either as homage to, and worship of, my lofty station. Proceed.”

      “Hmm. I shall call you Pooky.”

      The cat’s whiskers whipped upward. “I beg your… How did… Blasphemy! That sounds nothing like my name, you hairless primate.”

      “You don’t really expect me to call you Sir Dedrick something, something the Third. I can’t remember that many names at once.”

      “I expect exactly that. My name is distinguished, regal and full of historical significance.”

      “Your name’s longer than you are.”

      Pooky’s jaw dropped, and his whiskers quivered. “Beware, witch. I’ve suffered in silence long enough. I shall never forget this outrage. I’ll shed a fur ball in your tea when you least expect it. It’s what cats do as a second resort.”

      “If you say so.”

      “Do you want to hear what we do as a first resort?”

      “No.” I checked the window latch, searching for any sign of tampering.

      Grand Dame Puddlewick had been quite thorough in locking all possible escape routes. And I didn’t doubt Pooky’s assessment. She almost certainly had set traps. She wasn’t above using spells, curses and the occasional bear snare if someone tried to defy her orders. Her lightning curses in particular were legendary.

      But I was prepared. After all, I was a member of the Wavily Witch Clan. A water witch, and one with a decent amount of talent, even if I was still in training.

      I still needed to be careful. Humans hadn’t entirely abandoned the unsavory habit of persecuting any woman they suspected of witchcraft or intelligence. It wouldn’t do for any of them to actually see me perform a spell.

      To be honest, I was more worried about being caught by Grand Dame Puddlewick. Another stint in the dungeon was not in my plans. Neither was marrying Lord Percival Paaveling Wavily Moats, a toad of a warlock. Rumor had it he was something of a ladies’ man and had adopted an unseemly number of human habits and fashions. That being the case, he probably only bathed once a month. I assumed his smell was as abhorrent as his reputation.

      Pooky plopped on my pillow and clawed at it. “Do you want to hear how I was knighted? It’s a marvelous tale of tragedy and triumph.”

      “Now’s not a great time. I’m trying to run away. It’s what young ladies do as a second-to-last resort. Do you want to hear what our last resort is?”

      “No. I wouldn’t open the window if I were you. And I thank the cat goddess I’m not.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t want to be a primate, especially a female one.”

      “I mean why not open the window?”

      The cat shrugged. “Feel free to do so, if you wish. After all, it’s the closest to the tree outside your room. Correct?”

      “Obviously. That’s why I…” I paused.

      Pooky snickered. “Obvious to you. Obvious to the Grand Dame.”

      “Hmm. I suppose you’re right.”

      “Was there ever a doubt?”

      “For a creature who claims to be a descendent of a goddess, you’re rather rude.”

      “Of course. You’re my inferior. Try the other windowsill. No, not in this room. In your sister’s.”

      I hesitated. I’d hoped to avoid seeing Misty. She was much younger than me, a child by both witch and human standards. And I didn’t want her creating a scene, which she’d do if she found out I was leaving. She was a soft-hearted, sentimental sort, the poor thing.

      “I’ll wake her.”

      “I doubt it. I once dangled a live mouse above her face, and she didn’t stir. I suppose I’ll have to do all the thinking for us. Follow me.” Pooky slid backward off my bed, leaving scratch marks on the blanket, and shambled toward my door.

      “Grand Dame Puddlewick’ll hear me if I go into the hallway,” I whispered.

      “She’ll certainly hear you if you try opening one of your windows. All of London will. She set an alarm spell.”

      “How have you kept your true identity hidden for so long?”

      “Talent. I have many of them, but I won’t exhaust you with a full recitation of them. Are you going to open the door, or stand there staring at it?”

      “You mean you don’t have the talent for opening doors?”

      “Humph. Why bother when I have you to do it?”

      “Of course. I feel like there’s something else I’m forgetting.” I paused at the door and stared around my room. The room in which I’d grown up, learned my first spell, set fire to Misty’s hair. Fond memories.

      Hair.

      My gaze settled on the sharp shears on my writing desk.

      “Are you always going to be this slow?” Pooky followed me to the writing desk. “We’ll never escape at this rate.”

      “Why do you need me to escape? You’re a feline of many talents. All you have to do is go outside and keep going.”

      “Humph. But who will feed me? Open doors for me? Set out a platter of cream at the appropriate times?”

      “Certainly not me.” I lifted up the scissors and rotated them. Candlelight flickered on their shiny surface.

      The cat nudged my hand. “You don’t really mean that, do you? Especially the cream. Life without cream is… There simply isn’t life without cream. Imagine life without tea.”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Exactly.”

      I grabbed a thick chunk of my hair. It was long and black. Everyone said I was the spitting image of Grand Dame Puddlewick when she was younger.

      I frowned at the thought. Looking like my grandmother sounded a lot like being like my grandmother. And that was one woman I didn’t wish to emulate.

      “Tick, tock,” Pooky said.

      “Yes, yes. Give me a minute.”

      A woman’s hair was one of her most prized possessions. Nobody much cared what was under her lovely locks. Her brain was of little importance in this day and age. But her hair? That was the symbol of beauty, femininity and the ever-important fertility.

      “It has to be done,” I whispered.

      My plan involved pretending to be a boy. A boy could be given useful work. But a woman? An unaccompanied woman on a ship or in a new city was good for only one thing, and I had no intention of cooking for anyone.

      I stared at my reflection. My eyes glowed like a cloud-free summer sky after the rains have passed. Still staring at them, I pulled the clump of hair over my shoulder, settled the scissors against it, and squeezed.

      The blades snicked together. The hair fell loose in my hands. I let it drop. It floated down and settled at my feet, covering the hardwood floor with black strands.

      “Don’t stop now,” Pooky said. “You look lopsided.”

      I sniffed back a tear and kept chopping until all of my wavy hair was on the floor around my chair. Grimacing, I stared at the mirror. I hardly recognized myself. My black hair stood up around my face in jagged clumps.

      “I look like a boy now.”

      The cat snorted. “Not everywhere. And do boys wear nightdresses?”

      “Oh! That’s what I’m forgetting.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I hurried to my wardrobe and opened the bottom drawer. Sifting through the clothes, I pulled out the pantaloons I’d stolen from my stepbrother.

      “You’re going to have to be better than this,” Pooky lectured. “What would people say if you’d wandered outside in a nightdress for women, and a haircut for boys? They would’ve committed you to the insane asylum.”

      “It was a small slip-up.”

      “A small…” The cat coughed, gasped, spluttered, then spat out a hairball. “It’s hardly a small anything. These details are critical for our successful escape. I’m beginning to wonder. Perhaps you aren’t the best choice of companion, after all.”

      “Do you see any others lining up to take you away?”

      “Good point.”

      “Turn around. I’m not comfortable with you watching me.”

      “Hurry up, then.” He turned his back on me and began grooming himself.

      I hastily changed, pulling on my stepbrother’s pantaloons, suspenders and an oversized shirt. The costume hid my feminine qualities reasonably well. I added a long jacket and studied the results. “Much better. No one will notice what I am. I daresay I could fool Grand Dame Puddlewick.”

      Pooky made a rude noise. “Highly unlikely. No one can fool her.”

      “You did.”

      “Naturally. I’m a cat. Can we go now?”

      I’d already delayed long enough. If I didn’t leave tonight, I never would. The engagement party was set for the day after tomorrow, followed almost immediately by the wedding. Security would be tight as witches from high-ranking families across Great Britain came for the festivities.

      My bedroom door was locked. Fortunately, I’d long ago learned the invaluable skill of lock picking. I’d never told anyone, not even Misty. I was lucky I’d managed to keep this skill a secret.

      In a few minutes, my lock pick set had done its work, and I eased the door open. I held my breath, waiting. All was quiet. I stepped into the hallway.

      Something screeched underfoot. I jumped away, preparing to kick whatever it was.

      “You clumsy female,” Pooky said. “That was my tail.”

      “Then keep your tail out of my way. And keep quiet.” I held up my candle, hoping its light was dim enough not to attract attention.

      “Come on. We’re almost there.” The cat meowed and nudged his nose against Misty’s bedroom door.

      Another door creaked open from around the corner.

      Without thinking, I blew out the candle. Shadows descended around me, cloaking me but not nearly enough. If Grand Dame Puddlewick chose to, she could easily use an advanced night sight spell. I’d yet to master it, but she was the master of all things and all people.

      “Just getting some water, dear,” Father murmured.

      “Open the door, open the door, open the door now!” Pooky punctuated his command by clawing at my leg.

      “Ouch!”

      “He’s coming.”

      I shouldered Misty’s door open and slipped inside her room. Just in time. A puddle of light stretched into the hallway as Father padded toward the stairs.

      Had I closed my bedroom door?

      I gripped the candle tightly enough to squish the wax, scrambling to remember. Had I closed it? If not, Father would wonder why it wasn’t closed and locked. Did I dare use a spell to make sure? But any spell strong enough to reach down the hallway would be strong enough for Grand Dame Puddlewick to detect, even in her sleep.

      Father’s soft humming passed by Misty’s door and continued to the stairway.

      I exhaled sharply.

      “Hurry.” Pooky pattered to the windowsill.

      Misty’s window wasn’t close enough to the tree for me to climb down it, but perhaps I could use the drainpipe.

      “Storm?”

      I almost bit my tongue. Misty’s soft voice reminded me of the one thing I would desperately miss.

      “Storm, what’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. Nothing at all. I thought I heard you call for me.”

      Misty’s yawn was loud enough to make me wince. “No. I don’t think I did.”

      “Good. Go back to sleep.”

      “I’m not tired. Can you get me some water?”

      “Make her go to sleep,” Pooky said. “Another door opened. I think old Puddlewick is awake.”

      Misty lit a candle and blinked in the soft glow. “Who said that?”

      I sat next to Misty. “No one. No one at all.”

      The cat hissed. “How dreadfully wrong you are on all levels. I’m hardly a no one.”

      “The cat⁠—”

      “Misty, ignore the cat.”

      The cat’s tail twitched angrily. “It’s rather difficult to ignore something as magnificent⁠—”

      “Please get over yourself,” I snapped.

      Misty grabbed my hand. “You’re going, aren’t you?”

      I was tempted to lie. But what would be the point? She’d find out soon enough. Besides, I wasn’t exactly dressed for going back to sleep. And my hair! “I have to.”

      Misty’s expression hardened a bit. “Yes. That warlock really is a toad. I’ll go with you⁠—”

      “Absolutely not,” Pooky said.

      “Unfortunately, I agree with the cat.”

      “Because I’m correct as usual. It’s bad enough I have to babysit one witch. But two? There are limits even for one of my numerous talents.”

      “It’s going to be okay, Misty.” My throat constricted as I wiped a tear from her cheek.

      “Will you come back and visit me?”

      I hesitated. I desperately wanted to say yes. But it was a promise I couldn’t keep. So I said the next best thing possible. “I’ll try. I promise you, I will try.”

      She nodded, sniffed back a tear and got out of bed. “Are you really going to climb out my window?”

      “That’s the idea.”

      “You’re not very good at climbing.”

      “I’ll manage.”

      “Without breaking a bone?”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “You might need all your bones to get away from here.”

      “Misty?” an elderly woman called out.

      Misty and I froze. Grand Dame Puddlewick was awake.
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      Our grandmother’s voice echoed down the hallway and trickled under the door. Even Pooky flinched.

      “She’s awake,” Misty whispered. “And she’s coming here!”

      “I know! Lock your door.” I dashed to the window and peered down. Misty was right. I wasn’t going to escape the house with all my bones intact. But turning back wasn’t an option, either.

      A walking stick thumped against wood as Grand Dame Puddlewick stalked down the hallway. “Misty, who’re you talking to?”

      “Myself, Grand Dame Puddlewick.”

      I pushed open the window and tried not to stare down.

      “Wait.” Misty reached under her bed. “I have something you can use. I’ve been keeping it for an emergency. We can tie it to my bed.” She pulled out a long length of rope.

      And for the first time that day, I smiled.

      I wasn’t smiling a minute later. Climbing down a rope while it swung back and forth across a rough stone wall was not how I imagined my escape. My imagination had seen me gracefully clambering down a tree and leaping to safety.

      But now? I was more likely to tumble to the ground and break a vital bone such as my back or neck.

      “Can’t you keep this thing still?” Pooky screeched as he clawed my back.

      “It would be easier if you’d retract your claws!”

      “You want applause?” Misty whisper-shouted. “Who’ll steady the rope if I clap? Maybe later⁠—”

      “Not you, and keep quiet,” I cried out.

      “If I retract my claws, I’ll fall,” Pooky said.

      “You have nine lives.”

      “I value each and every one of them.”

      “You’re terribly heavy.”

      “Are you saying I’m fat?”

      “No, but now that you mention it⁠—”

      “I’m not fat. I’m fluffy. It’s all the fur.”

      “It may be fluffy, but it’s also weighing me down.”

      The bedrooms were on the third floor. It didn’t look so high up from the sidewalk. But I was now reassessing the height as I dangled somewhere between Misty’s window and the hard cobblestone below.

      Misty peered at me, her face squirreled up with worry. “Grand Dame Puddlewick’s knocking on the door. What do I do?”

      “Don’t let go, that’s what!”

      “You’re almost there.” Misty’s skin flushed as she attempted to lie.

      “I’m going to die,” I groaned.

      “You’d better not,” Pooky said. “I’ve committed my well-being and care into your primate hands. So unless you can turn yourself into a zombie⁠—”

      “She’s insisting I let her in, or she’ll blow up my door,” Misty loudly whispered and retreated from the window.

      “Misty, come back,” I cried out as the rope spun. My knees banged against the rough wall.

      She reappeared. “Can’t you jump?”

      “Why would I jump?”

      “Why, indeed?” Grand Dame Puddlewick stepped up to the window and peered down at me, her nostrils flaring. “I’m tempted to let you succeed in this foolish escape, but I’ve already sent out the wedding invitations. So you’ll have to return at once.”

      “Jump it is.” I let go of the rope.

      Misty screamed, the cat howled, and I yelped as I landed heavily on my bag.

      “Am I dead?” Pooky asked, crawling out from underneath me. “Tell me I’m not. I already lost one life to the neighbor’s manic dog. I can’t keep losing lives like this.”

      “We’re alive,” I whispered. “We’re alive! And no broken bones.”

      Grand Dame Puddlewick pursed her lips and reached into her pocket. She was about to pull out a small vial of water that all water witches carry with them for emergency use. That meant she was going to perform a spell. I knew by the hardness around her mouth who would be the target.

      I stumbled to my feet. My bag dragged heavily on one shoulder, and Pooky hung off the other. I nodded at Misty and started running down the road.

      “Faster, witch, faster,” Pooky urged. “She has water in her palm. It’s starting to glow. Glowing blue steam’s rising up⁠—”

      “I don’t need the details, cat,” I said.

      “Save your breath for running, not talking.”

      I pumped my arms, willing myself to go faster. I didn’t bother stopping to pull out my own water vial. Grand Dame Puddlewick was far too powerful for me to take on in a spell duel.

      “Come back here at once, or I’ll curse you forever,” Grand Dame Puddlewick shouted.

      “I’m too beautiful to be cursed,” Pooky said. “Can’t you speed up?”

      We were almost at the end of the street. I was fairly confident I’d be safe if I rounded the corner. The stone should block whatever spell she tossed at me.

      “I’ll find you wherever you go, Storm,” Grand Dame Puddlewick shrieked. “There’s no point in running. The deal’s been made, the wedding contract signed. Resistance is futile. Running away will only prolong your agony.”

      “I’m not going to lie, witch,” Pooky hissed in my ear. “It doesn’t look good. Is that blue lightning she’s throwing?”

      I almost tripped over my own feet. Blue lightning! Grand Dame Puddlewick was deadly serious about stopping me — emphasis on deadly — if she was tossing blue lightning at me. Lightning made by a water witch was never a good thing. If not lethal, it definitely inflicted pain, suffering and a curse or two.

      I lengthened my stride, more determined than ever to escape.

      A lightning bolt flashed past me, exploding into a nearby gas streetlamp. The flame fizzled and sparked.

      “That was a close one. It almost singed the tips of my whiskers. It looks like she has more where that came from.”

      “Not… now… Pooky!”

      “I’m merely trying to help. But if you’re going to be so ungrateful, I’ll keep quiet.”

      “That would be great.”

      “You might want to duck.”

      I hunched over, and another lightning bolt zipped far too close for comfort. My hair frizzled from underneath my cap, and my nose twitched at the scent of ozone.

      “Maybe I’m a good luck cat,” Pooky said. “It’s the only logical explanation why she hasn’t zapped you yet.”

      “Those were warning shots, Storm,” Grand Dame Puddlewick said. Magic magnified her voice across the neighborhood.

      I reached the corner just as something nipped at my heel. I staggered against the wall, tripped over a small pile of garbage, and tumbled to safety. I remained seated on the damp stones for a moment, catching my breath.

      “That was close,” Pooky said. His plump body quaked as he pressed up against me. Whiskers jutted out on either side like he’d been zapped by the bolts. “Let’s never do that again.”

      “Storm Puddlewick of the Wavily Clan, return at once!” Grand Dame Puddlewick’s voice boomed after me.

      “No rest for the witches.” I rubbed my heel. Did one of her blue bolts hit me? Was I now cursed?

      Pooky lifted his chin. “Pick me up, then. I’m ready to proceed.”

      “Makes one of us.” I scooped Pooky up in one arm and my bag in the other. I hesitated, listening for any sign of pursuit.

      Nothing.

      Only the soft fizzle of a streetlamp and my raspy breath interfered with the silence. That made me even more nervous. Either Grand Dame Puddlewick was summoning the stableboy to saddle her fastest horse, or she’d hit me with her curse. Or both. And if the bolt had found its mark, she’d eventually find me no matter where I hid.

      It was a good thing I’d anticipated this possibility. Now was the time for the next stage in my master plan. The only way I was going to avoid the whole unwanted wedding fiasco was by leaving not just my home, but my country.

      Not that I was particularly attached. The weather was dreadful, and the humans were on the whole a savage lot. Being a water witch, I wanted to avoid being thrown onto a flaming pyre while still breathing.

      “I’ll have to stay at sea until I find a strong enough anti-curse spell,” I decided.

      “Why ever would we do that?”

      “I will do that. You can come or not, as you wish.”

      “Again, why?”

      “Water witches prefer freshwater. Salt interferes with spells, especially long-distance ones. It’s a good thing my plan includes a trip over the ocean.”

      “Fascinating.” Pooky yawned. “Anytime now, witch.”

      “Hmm. I’ll worry about those details later.”

      “You mean where we’ll find cream for my breakfast? I like the way you’re thinking. You clearly have been well-trained.”

      I started jogging through the quiet streets, praying no one would see me. It was well into the witching hour. Decent, honest, God-fearing people didn’t wander around outside at this time of night. Only ghosts, demons and those up to no good came out to play.

      “Where shall we live once we’ve completed our great escape?”

      I paused at an intersection. Quiet. I wished I’d thought of escaping closer to sunrise, at the beginning of the day’s hustle and bustle. I could easily hide among the crowds of unbathed humans and horse-drawn carriages. No one would notice a modestly dressed young man heading toward the port.

      “It’s going to be a while before we find a place to settle down, Pooky,” I warned him. It was best to crush his lofty expectations as soon as possible.

      “You did manage to bring some funds with you, did you not?”

      I patted my pocket. “Enough to set up a new life in the New World.”

      “The New World?”

      “Yes. You know. The colonies. The American Republic. I hear they still have wolves and buffalo.”

      Pooky twisted in my arms and narrowed his eyes at me. They glowed with hostility, brighter and more yellow than the gas street lamps. “Do you mean to tell me we’re going to traverse monster-infested oceans surrounded by unwashed sailors? And why would anyone in their right — or even wrong — mind want to live over there? Wolves and buffalo. Humph! What a thought.”

      “It’s the only place I can go where I’ll be safe from Grand Dame Puddlewick. Especially if her curse hit me. The oceans’ll dilute its effect.” As if thinking about the possibility aggravated it, my heel started to ache.

      “You’re serious. You’re really going?”

      “Absolutely. New World, here I come. That’s the plan.”

      “What’s wrong with the Old World? It’s true the humans are barely educated and smell worse than their dogs. And don’t get me started on their atrocious grooming habits. But at least they have milk cows here. Do you think they have milk cows over there, across an ocean? No, of course not! Do you know how I know this? Because cows don’t swim! Not for that distance, at least. And then what’ll I do?”

      “Chase rats, I suspect.”

      “Chase…” His nose quivered, and his eyes widened until they were luminescent. “I’ve clearly overestimated you. I don’t chase anything. Unless it’s yarn. I’ll lower my standards for a ball of yarn. But that’s where I scratch the line. Rats. Humph! Do you know how many diseases those rodents carry?”

      I glanced over my shoulder. My shadow stretched out long behind me as I approached another street lamp. “You’re welcome to not go with me. I’m sure I can manage from here. I’ve already purchased a ticket on the SS Cedric that’s leaving this morning.”

      “What about going up to Kilkenny? It rains a lot over in Ireland. Rain washes away sunshine, so it’ll dilute any curse you might’ve received.”

      “It has to be ocean water. Salt, remember? Otherwise, she’ll find me, then force me to marry that horrible, stinky water warlock she’s picked out for me.”

      “Have you met the male in question?”

      “No. We were supposed to meet tomorrow. But I’ve heard a lot about him, and none of it good.”

      “Then how do you know how he smells?”

      “Because most people smell.”

      “A fair point. Although you don’t.”

      I sniffed loudly. “I should hope not. I’m a water witch. We bathe at least once a day.”

      “I approve.”

      “We also brush our teeth and groom our hair.”

      “You sound more like a cat than a human.”

      “Thank you. I think.”

      “This male water witch must also bathe, then.”

      “I’m still not interested.”

      “Maybe he can be encouraged to bathe more regularly to lower the overall stench level.”

      “I thought you wanted to escape?”

      “So did I, but having to chase rats isn’t my idea of an escape.”

      A door squealed open. I pressed my back against the wall of the nearest building. No one exited any of the houses lining the street, and the door slammed shut inexplicably.

      “I don’t know exactly what he’s like. But I’ve certainly heard enough from people who do know him. Besides, I want to choose my own husband. Is that so difficult to understand?”

      Pooky huffed. “That sounds like a lot of hassle. Who cares what he’s like? The only question you need to answer is if he can keep me… I mean us… in the lifestyle to which we are accustomed. Beyond that, it makes little difference.”

      “Maybe not to you.”

      “Exactly my point. Do you see cats complaining when they mate with complete strangers? Of course not! Cats are detached from such matters. Humans and witches could learn a lot from us, if you’d only elevate your minds.”

      “Are you always this obnoxious?”

      “I can’t imagine to whom you are addressing that comment. But I’m insulted on his or her behalf.”

      “You do that. Can you hear anything?”

      “Humph. The only thing I hear is your nattering, and my grumbly stomach. It’s been at least three hours since I last ate.” He clawed up my chest and forced me to stare into his yellow eyes. “Do you know what happens when a cat goes for too long without sustenance? It’s dreadful, absolutely dreadful. And I’m a refined cat, requiring refined sustenance on a frequent basis. So look into my eyes, and hear me well. Find me milk.”

      “You’ll have to wait. Now, stop distracting me.” I opened my bag, dropped the cat in it and closed it most of the way.

      “I swear on my whiskers you’ll live to regret that!”

      “Be careful, cat. I may not be as powerful as Grand Dame Puddlewick, but I know a few good spells and curses. Hush. I think I hear something.”

      The cat grumbled to himself but must’ve realized it was more comfortable lying on soft clothing than being jostled in my arms. A moment later, a soft snoring sound drifted out of the bag. But it wasn’t loud enough to disguise the clip clop of hooves cantering down cobblestoned streets. The horse was coming from the direction of my home. Coincidence? Or my grandmother?

      Either way, I was in trouble. If it was a mounted police officer, he’d object to me lurking in the shadows of a respectable home and arrest me on suspicion of criminal intent. And if it was my grandmother…

      I hoped it was the police.

      I held my breath, silently praying to the gods of runaway brides that the horse would turn at some intersection and gallop off in another direction.

      The gods were still sleeping, because the horse was definitely moving in my direction. The echoes of its hooves grew louder, competing with my pounding heart.

      Grand Dame Puddlewick was minutes away from finding me. I’d definitely been cursed.

      I started to run.
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      My bag bounced against my side. The pounding of my shoes against cobblestones kept time with my rapid heartbeat. Pooky hissed at every bump, promising to do unsavory things to my clothing. I didn’t care. Or rather, I cared but not enough to slow down.

      The only thing that mattered now was escaping whoever was coming on horseback. And the more I raced through the night, the more certain I was about the horse rider’s identity. It was Grand Dame Puddlewick. Who else had any reason to follow me with such persistence?

      Her accursed bolt must’ve hit me square on my heel.

      There was no other explanation. What else but the blue bolt curse could allow her to follow me so accurately? It guided her horse as it maneuvered the streets with unerring precision, always heading in my direction no matter how many turns I took.

      “And then do you know what I’m going to do, young witch?” Pooky yowled. “I’m going to cough up another hairball. Then another. And just when you think I can’t possibly produce another one, guess what? I shall! Your clothes’ll be smothered in hairballs by the time I’m done in here.”

      I didn’t bother replying. Hairballs were barely an inconvenience compared to my fate if Grand Dame Puddlewick caught me.

      “After the tsunami of hairballs, I’m going to find the biggest, ugliest rat… Come to think of it, they’re all ugly. Humph. Well, I’ll find the most flea-infested, bubonic plague carrying, ugliest rat ever and put it in your bed. That’s what I’ll do. I’ll do it one night when you’ve forgotten all about this incident. But I shall never forget!”

      “Good for you,” I huffed, trying to ignore the stitch in my side. “I’ll have you know a rat won’t disturb me. Grand Dame Puddlewick ensured I had intensive and extensive lessons in anatomy. The tutor required me to handle a fair number of rats with my bare hands during dissections.”

      “How morbidly fascinating. Did you ever dissect a human cadaver?”

      “No, but not from want of trying. Sadly, any available cadaver was immediately snapped up by medical students and researchers. It was one of my grandmother’s greatest disappointments. Please stop talking. I’m having trouble breathing.”

      I needed to work on my fitness level. Grand Dame Puddlewick never approved of any exercise beyond a gentle stroll around the garden. Something about ladylike behavior befitting our station in the Wavily Witch Clan, the need to avoid unseemly conduct, and so on.

      I ducked down an alleyway, trying to remember the map of London I’d studied in Father’s room. I had a vague sense of where the port was. If nothing else, I could simply follow the foulest smell possible, and it would eventually lead me to the right place.

      “I think I bruised my tail tip,” Pooky mewed. “You’re a brute. A brute in a witch’s form. But a brute nonetheless.”

      I patted the side of my bag with more force than necessary, and lengthened my stride. The stench of raw sewage and unbathed bodies definitely intensified as I ran downhill. I was getting close. But so was the horse. The horse being ridden by my vengeful, meddlesome, marriage-arranging, politically driven grandmother.

      “Need… to change… my plan,” I gasped as the port came into view.

      “You most certainly do,” Pooky grumped. “Your plan must allow me to travel in a dignified fashion, one more appropriate for a creature of my rank and station. I say, is this egg edible? I don’t normally eat eggs, but desperate times⁠—”

      “Don’t… touch it.”

      “Humph. You’re in a foul mood.”

      I’d booked passage on the SS Cedric departing on the morning tide, a couple hours after sunrise. That was still several hours away, which meant Grand Dame Puddlewick had plenty of time to explore every passenger ship currently docked in London’s harbor. She could easily track my whereabouts by perusing the ships’ passenger manifestoes.

      Normally manifestoes were private documents, not for public scrutiny. But she wasn’t above placing a small token of appreciation in the hands of every single captain in order to find my name and — by extension — me. My plan of escaping to the New World was in grave danger of failing.

      I was in a pickle, and only three options came to mind.

      Option one: fake my death. A perfectly respectable plan, albeit one requiring me to make a sufficient mess in order to convince everyone of my unfortunate but convenient demise. However, a well-executed fake death required time I didn’t have. I also wasn’t a fan of mess, either.

      Option two: learn a shapeshifting spell. This was more difficult than it sounded. Such a complex spell required years of practice and a few mishaps to perfect. I didn’t have years. I hardly had minutes in which to avoid Grand Dame Puddlewick and her curse-guided horse.

      Option three: stow away on any ship that wasn’t the SS Cedric, preferably one leaving immediately. That way, my name wouldn’t appear in any manifesto.

      I loved the idea of a fake death, and positively drooled over learning a powerful spell. Option three was by far the most boring and human. Therefore Grand Dame Puddlewick would never think of it, making it perfect.

      “Are you sure I can’t eat it?” Pooky asked. “It looks delicious. Soft-boiled⁠—”

      “No, you can’t. It’s my future familiar.” The stitch in my side had become a body-devouring spasm. I wrapped my arms around my waist in an effort to hold my lungs in place and staggered onward.

      “What sort of familiar?”

      “A chicken, I believe. Grand Dame Puddlewick gave me the egg as an engagement present.”

      “A chicken?” Pooky paused. “That’s rather undignified, even for you.”

      He wasn’t wrong. I was both shocked and mortified when Grand Dame Puddlewick presented her gift to me a couple of days ago.

      “I’ve administered every seeker spell I know of,” she’d stated, seeker spells being one of her specialities. “The results are unanimous. In this egg is your future familiar. It’s about time you had one, considering you’re about to join the ranks of the married. Congratulations.”

      I’d stared at the large egg in the small wicker box and wondered what I’d done to deserve this. Maybe it was her idea of a joke. It wasn’t funny. I was grateful we were alone when she’d presented it to me. The public humiliation would’ve destroyed me.

      Pooky sniffed. “It smells funny.”

      “It does not.”

      “What if I accidentally ate it? No one will blame you.”

      “Leave it alone.” I ducked into the doorway of a building.

      We were now one block away from the port. The upper-class housing of my neighborhood had long since deteriorated into part shantytown, part warehouse district. I was no longer worried about a police officer finding me. I’d be lucky if that happened. I was most definitely in the wrong place at the wrong time.

      The clip clop of hooves cracked loudly toward me. I crouched in the shadows of a doorway. A horse cantered into view, veering toward the port. A familiar figure sat upon it. The back was rigid and straight. The shoulders, stiff. Her nose imperiously sniffed the air.

      “I still think you can do better,” Pooky said. “I’d make a brilliant familiar, if I do say so myself. Not that I’m offering.”

      Grand Dame Puddlewick disappeared around the corner of a large warehouse, no doubt setting her sights on the various passenger ships docked around the public piers. She’d start searching the ones scheduled to sail the soonest. Once she discovered my name, she’d no doubt lurk around the SS Cedric until I made my appearance.

      My shoulders sagged. I’d avoided detection, but for how long? I was doomed to discovery without the open ocean disrupting her curse or any seeker spells she might use.

      I rummaged in my pocket and pulled out a vial of freshwater.

      “What’re you doing?”

      “I’m going to use a seeker spell to find us a safe place to hide. At least, I’ll try.”

      “You’ll try?”

      “It’s a difficult spell. Grand Dame Puddlewick makes it look easy, but it really isn’t.”

      “Get on with it, then.”

      I tried, but my hands shook. Fear of capture drove the words straight out of my head. “It’s no use. I can’t.”

      “Well, this has been fun. I’m sure my human’ll be delighted to have me back home. She probably doesn’t know I’ve gone. She has a wretchedly limited imagination.”

      “I have to keep moving.”

      “Yes, you do. Wait. You’re moving in the opposite direction of home.”

      “I’m not giving up yet.”

      “I see. An overachiever, are you? How exhausting.”

      I headed away from the SS Cedric and the other passenger ships, toward an older, less utilized and dimly lit section of the port. The buildings became smaller and dingier. Even the air had a derelict quality to it.

      “It smells appalling,” Pooky muttered. “Where’re you taking me?”

      “Feel free to walk.”

      “In this filth?”

      “Shh. I see someone.” I ducked behind a stack of crates, trying not to breathe too deeply. Pooky was right about the smell. For how long had the products in the crates been dead?

      Shadowy figures flitted around a handcart overloaded with barrels. Furtive whispers trickled toward me.

      “This it?”

      “What the cap’n ordered.”

      “Hope ol’ Tricky knows what’s what.”

      “Dare you to call the ol’ cap old.”

      “I’m crazy. I ain’t stupid.”

      The two men laughed softly, a cheerful sound in a dreary location.

      “Best get this to the ship right fast. We’re sailin’ ‘fore first light.”

      “Pity. Was kinda lookin’ forward to a day in the big city.”

      The first man snorted. “You mean the brothels. Tricky don’t approve, you know. Hurry up, man. ‘Fore the guard wakes up. Cap’n wants to leave right away.”

      I smiled. I’d found my new ride out of this dilemma. With any luck, I’d slip off at the next port and catch another ship to the New World.

      Two bulky men began pulling the handcart. The barrels were heavy, judging by the men’s grunts and friendly grumbles. The path began to incline slightly downhill, and the handcart picked up speed. The men started to jog.

      I needed to hurry if I was going to catch my ride. I didn’t dare use any magic, not with Grand Dame Puddlewick so close. She was sniffing like a bloodhound for any trace of my magic. I would have to play human until I was well away from English shores. I shuddered at the thought. How did humans manage without magic? I was about to find out.

      “Keep quiet,” I whispered to my bag and hurried after the cart. It was open at the back, the barrels tied against the sides and each other by thick rope. I grabbed onto the ledge, kicked off and slumped onto the floor of the cart.

      “Heard something?” one of the men grunted.

      “Your foul breath.”

      “You can’t hear breath.”

      “Can, too. ‘Cause I just did. Yours.”

      The two men continued arguing the way only best friends can as they guided the cart onto an unlit pier. I slid off and ducked behind a wooden pillar, searching the shadows for sign of a ship. Clouds obscured the stars, and the only light was from a few storm lanterns. It was enough to make out the darker shadow lurking at the end of the pier. A sailing ship.

      Gruff voices greeted the two men. A small swarm of sailors gathered around the cart. In short order, the barrels disappeared onto the ship.

      My bag sprouted a cat’s head as Pooky wiggled halfway out. “We aren’t seriously traveling on that, are we?”

      “Do you see any other mode of transport? A flying carpet, perhaps?”

      “I’ll take the carpet.”

      “There’s no such thing, Pooky.”

      “Humph. That over there? It’s not transport. It’s a drowning accident waiting to happen. You’re better off stuffing yourself into one of those barrels and rolling yourself off the pier.”

      “After you.”

      “This is a terrible plan. You need a new one.”

      “I like the old one.” I squinted, desperately wishing I spent more time practicing my night vision spell. Instead, I’d become an expert at lock picking, but lock picking wasn’t going to put an ocean between me and Grand Dame Puddlewick. “We have no other choice.”

      “Rubbish. We have many choices. We can abandon this futile plan, go home, and drink some warm cream. No? Then we can catch a coach to Kilkenny. I’m leaning toward the first option. Let’s call it a day. I put up with the female human. You marry the toad your grandmother selected for you. Who knows? Maybe he’ll turn into a prince if you kiss him.”

      “You realize that only happens in fairytales.”

      “It’s worth a shot.”

      “You kiss him, then.”

      “That will never work.”

      The sailors retreated onto the ship. It was a decent-sized vessel but by no means as big as the transatlantic ships. It definitely had a fast look to it, though. Probably a merchant who specialized in perishable products like oranges or — gods forbid — slaves. I wasn’t keen on joining a band of slave traders if that’s what they were.

      “On the count of three,” I whispered.

      “And then what? Do you actually expect me to do anything?”

      “Tell me if you see any sailors in my way.”

      “I can’t watch.”

      Keeping low, I dashed down the pier, pausing behind crates and refuse deposited at random points on the rickety wooden surface. So far, no one had raised an alarm or shouted, “Oi, runaway bride! What’re you doing in this part of town at this time of night?”

      Two sailors pulled at the plank connecting the ship to the pier. Other men scuttled across the deck, preparing to leave shore.

      “Have you reached three yet?” Pooky asked.

      “We passed it ten seconds ago,” I huffed, searching for another way onto the ship. A large sail flapped in a damp breeze as the sailors released various ropes, tightened others. I couldn’t say what they were doing as I’d never sailed in my life.

      “I could’ve sworn we were only on one,” Pooky said. “You certainly counted to three very fast. Then again, I’ve never been big on numbers. It’s a human preoccupation. What does it matter if you have three kittens or four? Mama loved us all equally. Except me, of course. She loved me the most.”

      A heavy chain connected the ship to the ocean bottom. The chain began to tremble, and a metallic squeal made my teeth grit. A few sailors were hauling the anchor up.

      “Get ready,” I said.

      “Again? How many times must I ready myself, and for what? You truly are a mystery.”

      “You might want to get inside the bag.”

      “I’m already in the bag.”

      “I mean entirely inside.”

      “Why? Is it starting to rain?”

      “Actually, yes.”

      “Abominable weather.”

      “Don’t tell me I didn’t warn you. We’re going to jump.”

      “We’re doing what?”

      The salt-scented breeze flung a light drizzle at me, coating my face and clothes with a cool dampness. The wooden planks became slick as I ran toward the chain.

      “Here goes,” I warned.

      “What goes… No, you’re not going to… Stop!” Pooky punctuated his sentence with a high-pitched screech as I leaped off the pier, reaching desperately for the anchor chain.

      It wasn’t a very far jump. But I still gasped with relief when cold, slimy metal scratched at my face.

      “You’re the worst planner ever,” Pooky whispered. “The very worst. And I know about bad planning. My cousin Neville tried to steal a jar of cream from a dairy farm that was guarded by a pack of dogs. I don’t have to tell you what happened to Neville, do I? Because I will. In great, gory detail. He decided to…”

      I stopped listening and focused on crawling up the chain to a small ledge. It was a good thing I was wearing pantaloons rather than a dress. I couldn’t imagine doing any of these theatrics while wearing appropriate feminine attire. Boys certainly had it easy when it came to clothes.

      I reached the ledge and pressed myself up against the wooden side of the ship. I had no idea about sailing, but I was pretty sure that once the anchor was secured, we’d head for open waters. And gripping onto the side of a rapidly moving ship wasn’t a great option, even for a water witch wearing pantaloons.

      I began to inch around the back of the ship, searching for a way in that wouldn’t involve me climbing onto the deck. The sailors were busy but not that busy. They’d toss me overboard if they didn’t hand me over to the authorities.

      “We’re hanging over water,” Pooky whimpered. “Are you aware of this?”

      “Obviously.”

      “I’m just checking. You know you’re certifiably insane?”

      “I suppose you have a cousin who’s insane, so you know all about this topic as well?”

      “An uncle, actually.”

      “Your family tree doesn’t sound too healthy.”

      “We don’t live in a tree, you nincompoop. Trees are for squirrels and birds. Feathery pillows are for cats. I’m going to need a lot of time to educate you on the realities of life.”

      “How fortunate for me. Here we are.”

      A sturdy stick propped open a wooden hatch. The opening wasn’t particularly big, but more than enough to accommodate my bag, then me. I wiggled through and collapsed, my backside again saved from any indignities by my bag.

      “Get… off… Can’t… breathe.”

      I slid down, brushing my hands free of slime and whatever foul debris the chain picked up. “That wasn’t too difficult, now was it?”

      “Maybe you are the one who belongs in a tree with the rest of the squirrels and nuts.”

      I was still smiling when I looked up and stared down the barrel of a cannon.
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      “How civilized,” Pooky purred and scrambled into the mouth of the cannon. “They must worship cats on this ship. A cubbyhole perfectly sized for me. Although they neglected to line it with blankets and a few pillows. Make sure you inform them of this oversight. Nonetheless, it’s a decent attempt for a boat of humans.”

      He sat inside, his tail dangling out of the muzzle, and stared down the cannon’s length.

      “That’s not a cat bed, Pooky.”

      “There’s no need to be jealous. I’m sure they’ll find you a suitable location. Perhaps that box over there. All it needs is a blanket, and it’ll look just like a bed and almost as cozy.”

      I reached into my bag, lit a match, and studied the box. More specifically, the warning signs on the box. “That’s also not a bed. It contains cannon balls.”

      “Delightful. Truly delightful.”

      I stood up, staring around the space in which we found ourselves. Several barrels — most likely the ones on the cart I’d followed — lined one wall. Their labels declared the contents as gunpowder.

      Two other cannons squatted in the rectangular room. All three had their own window in the ship’s hull. Windows through which the cannons could be used to shoot at another ship.

      “What sort of merchant ship requires three cannons?”

      “The one sailing through dangerous waters, I imagine.” Pooky began grooming himself. “We have to work on your imagination.”

      “Do go on.”

      “Maybe the ship sails through pirate-infested waters, for example. Fighting pirates justifies at least three cannons.”

      “I suppose.”

      “To be clearer, water is always dangerous. I don’t understand why any creature in its right or wrong mind would venture forth willingly into it. Yet humans do it all the time, which is proof how terribly wrong their minds are. It’s nothing short of miraculous they’ve lasted as long as they have. They never should’ve climbed down from the trees. Are you listening to me?”

      I touched the wick jutting out from the back of one cannon. Fine soot coated my fingers. “This has been used recently.”

      “They’ve been sailing through dangerous waters recently. Do keep up with the conversation. Aren’t you the one who wants to sail off the edge of the Old World and drop onto the new one? Well, ships which do that have to have cannons.”

      “Perhaps you’re right.”

      “Perhaps… Perhaps?” Pooky spluttered. “There’s no perhaps about it. My ancestor Sir Dedrick Bartholomew Pocock O’Doherty the First accurately predicted⁠—”

      The ship lurched. Pooky hissed, his back arching. I staggered against the cold, dark metal of the closest cannon. Male voices shouted from above, canvas snapped in the breeze, and waves sloshed against the hull.

      We were sailing away from shore.

      My smile returned, and I spun in a circle with my arms stretched out. I’d done it. I’d successfully escaped Grand Dame Puddlewick and her machinations. No longer was I a pawn in her power play within the Wavily Clan. I was free. Free to dream. Free to imagine a new life. So what if I required lessons from a cat in these matters? I was finally⁠—

      “Who the blasted barnacles are ye?”

      A heavyset man stood at the entrance of the armory, storm lantern in one hand, sword in the other, and a fierce glare directed straight at me. He took a step closer. Wood knocked against wood. He had a peg leg.

      “Oh, look. It’s a man servant. Finally. I’m about to lose a life if I don’t eat soon.” Pooky dropped off the cannon, landing with a heavy thunk, and waddled toward the sailor. “You with the tree leg. I require a dish of cream instantly. Milk, if you don’t have any cream. While you’re here, your finest linen, at least one feather-filled pillow and a soft blanket wouldn’t go amiss, either. Are you listening to me? Humph. Of course not. You’re human.” He looked back at me. “Translate.”

      The sailor stared at Pooky, his frown twitching into a reluctant smile. “Ain’t ye a beauty?”

      Pooky purred. “You hear that? He thinks I’m beautiful. He’s correct, of course. Please translate my request to him. It’s a good thing I have you along to communicate on my behalf.”

      The sailor stooped, set down the lantern, and plucked Pooky up by the scruff of his neck. The cat hissed and howled, pawing at the man’s chest. But the sailor held him too far out for the claws to do any damage. “We need us a rat catcher.”

      “A rat what? Did he say a… cough, cough… a rat catcher? I hope he’s referring to you.”

      “Probably not,” I said.

      “Leave this to me,” Pooky said. “I’m a master at hypnosis. Human, look into my eyes. Deeper… Deeper. You are now under my command.”

      “Yer cat’s creepy. An’ fat,” the one-legged sailor muttered.

      “I’m not fat. My fur’s fluffy! Tell him.”

      The sailor lifted his sword and waggled it at me. “As fer ye. Down the hall, and up those stairs. Right now.” He stepped aside and indicated to a set of stairs at the end of a narrow, dimly lit corridor.

      “Tell this ruffian to unhand me at once. Such a lack of respect. What does he think I am, a dog?”

      “Sorry, Pooky,” I murmured, trying to stand straight even though my legs wobbled. I took a deep breath, then forced myself to walk past the angry sailor.

      “Up!” the sailor ordered when I reached the narrow, steep, rickety stairs.

      The peg leg stomped behind me, an echo of my heartbeat. How was the man managing the stairs? I was clinging onto both handrails and still struggling. He was carrying a howling cat and a sword. Maybe he’d put his sword away. I was tempted to check, but what then? He could easily drop the cat and pull out his sword before I had time to summon a spell.

      A light rain pelted against the deck, but it didn’t slow down the hectic activity. Sailors ran back and forth, climbing up masts, running along booms, climbing down ladders, and doing other sailor things.

      “Cap’n, found us a stowaway, I did.”

      The blur of activity slowed down, pausing briefly as every sailor stared at me. Expressions ranged from curiosity to outright hostility, with one or two wincing in sympathy.

      “Thank the cat goddess. They’re summoning their leader,” Pooky yelped. “You make sure to tell them I’m royalty, descendent from the Egyptian goddess⁠—”

      “Not now,” I whispered.

      “A stowaway, eh?”

      I gawked as a middle-aged woman stomped onto the deck. “You’re the…? But you’re a⁠—”

      “Captain. I believe that’s the word you’re looking for. I’m the captain of this here fine vessel.” The captain looked over my shoulder, a black pipe clenched in her teeth. “Where’d you find the lad, Stubbs?”

      “Pilferin’ our arms, Cap’n Tricky, he was.”

      “I was not,” I protested.

      One of the other sailors stepped close to the captain, a wide grin on his darkly tanned face. “Don’t think he’s a lad, Tricky.”

      Tricky puffed, exhaling a ring of smoke. “I believe you’re correct, Quill.”

      “How dare you,” I said, then noticed the man’s attention on my chest. I glanced down.

      The light rain and ocean mist had pressed a film of water against my shirt. It was obvious I had a couple of items a boy normally wouldn’t. Scowling, I pulled my jacket tightly around me and buttoned it up.

      Some of the sailors hooted, whistled or cheered.

      The captain held up her fist. Silence returned, but the men continued gawking at me, as if they’d never seen a young woman dressed in pantaloons. They allowed a woman to be captain but found me odd?

      “Don’t you useless lot have better things to do?” the captain barked.

      Men scuttled away, quickly finding something else to do. Despite the captain’s threatening glare, a few chose activities conveniently close enough to observe what fate the captain had in store for me.

      Quill remained by the captain’s side, still beaming like he’d discovered the cure for cholera. I wished he would, since at least he’d be doing something useful.

      The captain straightened her shoulders and strutted toward me. “Well, let’s hear it, then.”

      “My name,” Pooky hissed. “Tell them my name. Sir Dedrick. Bartholomew. Pocock. O’Doherty the Third. Descended from royalty and the cat goddess⁠—”

      “This is Pooky,” I said, indicating the cat still in Stubbs’ grip.

      “That’s not my name!”

      Tricky glanced at Pooky. “It certainly makes a lot of noise.”

      “Yes, it does,” I said. “I sometimes imagine it’s talking to me.”

      “I am talking to you! Save me. Please, save me!” Pooky whined pitifully.

      The captain’s dark eyebrows lifted upward. She sucked on her pipe, then removed it. “Enough about the feline. Who’re you?”

      “I’m Miss Storm…” My teeth clicked together sharply, biting back my last name.

      These were definitely humans, so I had to take care not to reveal my true nature to them. They might decide to hand me over to the authorities for a good flogging or burning.

      More importantly, Grand Dame Puddlewick was known among regular people as a wealthy businesswoman. If I told them my full name…

      People — humans and witches alike — talked. It would be my luck for the wrong people to talk to the wrong people, and for word to reach Grand Dame Puddlewick. She had a vast network of informants, so it wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility.

      “Miss Storm what?”

      I forced a smile. “Nothing else. Just Miss Storm.”

      Tricky’s teeth clicked on her pipe’s stem. “That it?”

      “That’s it.”

      “Miss your first name?”

      My smile became brittle. “No. Storm is.”

      “No family name?”

      “None I care to remember.”

      A couple of the sailors chuckled until the captain twisted her head toward them. They became very busy scrubbing the decks.

      “I can pay for my passage,” I offered. “Although I have one concern. Do you have tea leaves on your ship?”

      The sailor next to the captain — Quill — guffawed. The loud, booming noise made me want to join him, even though I had no reason to laugh or even smile at this point. “Oi! She’s worried ‘bout tea leaves, mateys!”

      Stubbs pressed a finger into my back. “Blasted barnacles. Ain’t no passenger ship, this ain’t, missy.”

      The captain chomped on the tip of her pipe, a faint upturn of her mouth suggesting a smile. She didn’t have a lot of smiling lines, so I suspected this was a rare occasion. “Stubbs is correct.” Her gaze intentionally drifted upward, to the top of the tallest mast.

      I followed the direction of her gaze and gasped. A Jolly Roger flapped forlornly in the damp breeze. So you’re…” I gulped. “Pirates?”

      The entire crew shouted, “Hurrah!”

      “Oh. Well, I… I mean, that’s… Is that a… a pink flag?”

      “Why, yes. Yes, it is. Where are my manners?” The captain performed a mock bow. “I’m Olivia Twitchett Trickett, Captain of The Pink Pearl. And this handsome gentleman is Shaun Quill, my quartermaster.”

      “Pink—” I stuttered.

      “So you see, Miss Storm or whoever you really are, you most certainly chose the wrong ship.”

      Quill winked. “’Tis fate, it is. You’ll be a pirate.”

      “What a scandalous idea!” I cried. “I’ve no intention of engaging in the pirating profession.”

      “Why not?”

      “For a start, sir, I don’t approve of your lifestyle.”

      “Our lifestyle’s fantastic. Ain’t that so, mateys?”

      “Hurrah!”

      “And we’re the nice kind of pirates,” Quill added.

      “There’re no such pirates.”

      “Aye, there is. We steal from the rich to give to the poor.”

      “To which poor do you give?”

      “Us, o’ course. We’re from the poor class.”

      “So you’re offering me a life of robbing and pillaging.”

      “Don’t forget romance an’ adventure.”

      “Hurrah!”

      “I’ll have to decline,” I said. “Blood stains are notoriously difficult to remove from clothing.”

      “We don’t maim nor murder no one. It’s not our way.”

      “Enough,” Tricky said. “Seems she’s not interested, which makes her a stowaway.”

      “Useless stowaways walk the plank, they do,” Stubbs growled and paused while the crew provided another loud Hurrah. “Ain’t that right? Walk the plank.”

      “Walk the plank!” several pirates shouted with unseemly enthusiasm.

      “This is the pirate way,” Quill said, rubbing the stubble on his cheeks. “Unless they’re particularly pretty.” He studied me, perhaps trying to figure out if I qualified for plank walking or some other dastardly fate.

      “I bet you wish you’d married your grandmother’s toad now,” Pooky said.

      “Blasted barnacles,” Stubbs grumbled. “Maybe she be a witch. Black cat an’ all.”

      “I…” I gawked at him. How would a human react? “How rude!”

      “She’s also pretty, she is,” Stubbs added. “The chief, then?”

      Quill nodded. “Definitely. That okay with you, Tricky?”

      Tricky looked heavenwards. “I suppose, unless she proves herself useful. But the decision’ll have to wait until after the pirate parlay.”

      “What does that all mean?” I demanded.

      “It means they only consider you pretty,” Pooky purred. “Did you hear what the tree-legged one called me? Beautiful.”

      “Chief Ali Babak’s always lookin’ to add to his harem,” Stubbs said.

      “His harem!”

      “Aye.”

      “And we can trade you for some o’ that camel milk o’ his,” Quill added. “That’d be a nice change.”

      I folded my arms and glared at the pirates. “I went through great effort to escape one arranged marriage. I most certainly have no intention of entering another.”

      “Don’t fuss, Miss Storm,” Quill said. “He’s a nice enough chap. You don’t have to marry if you don’t want. He’s got enough wives, anyway. He’ll just add you to his collection o’ concubines, that’s all.”

      “His…” I gulped.

      “Although he’s got a lot o’ them as well. So maybe he’ll marry you, after all. That’ll make you the one hundredth and one woman in his household. Sounds like a lucky number.”

      “One hundred and one!”

      “Aye.” Quill winked at me. “Unless you prove useful. Then we’ll keep you.”

      “An’ the cat can earn its keep by catchin’ us some blasted rats. Ain’t that right, wee kitty?” Stubbs shook Pooky.

      “Told you we should’ve gone to Kilkenny,” Pooky muttered.
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      The pirates cheerfully agreed on their intention to trade me for camel milk. They then left me to my own devices. Tricky gave me a warning look, then marched back to her cabin.

      “That female scares me,” Pooky whispered.

      I gulped. “Me, too.”

      Stubbs offered to make me a bed in the pantry. He threatened me the entire time if I dared steal so much as a grain of sugar or a pinch of snuff.

      “I don’t indulge in snuff, and I prefer my tea pure,” I finally informed him.

      Stubbs shrugged. “Yer blasted loss.” He tossed a lumpy, heavily stained mattress onto the floor, added a thin, tattered blanket and what I assumed was meant to be a pillow, then limped away. His wooden leg clicked heavily against the floorboards.

      “I hope they’re joking about expecting me to catch rats,” Pooky said as he lounged next to a small tin of precious sugar.

      “We have bigger problems than that, Pooky.” I started pacing the long, narrow pantry.

      “We certainly do. I don’t see or smell a hint of cream. How do these humans survive? Can I eat your egg?”

      “What… No! That’s my future familiar, apparently.”

      Pooky clawed at the small wicker box, then glared balefully at me. “You can buy another chicken later.”

      “This is the one my grandmother selected for me.”

      “Who cares? She’s not here. I didn’t want to have to do this, but you leave me no choice. Look into my eyes. Deeper. You are now under my command. Feed me!”

      I stepped away from the cat. “What are you doing?”

      “Hypnotizing you, of course. It’s my secret power.”

      “It’s not working.”

      “Of course it is. You’re already reaching for the egg.”

      “To remove it from under your paw.”

      “Why do you need a familiar, anyway?”

      “To help me with my spells. My magic is a bit…”

      “Bad?”

      “Unfocused. And slow. Having my own familiar will help me focus my spells better and speed up my reaction time.”

      “You mean I’m stuck with a dunce witch?”

      “No. I merely require a bit of assistance now and then.” I flinched. Those were the exact words Grand Dame Puddlewick had used, but her tone wasn’t as kind. I shook my head to clear the memory. “At any rate, we need to keep a low profile.”

      “Humph. Let me try this again. Look deeply into my eyes.”

      “Stop it! They’re going to give me to a chief. I’ll live out my days as the hundredth and one concubine or wife in a harem. If Grand Dame Puddlewick ever found out, she’d be mortified. And she’d leave me there to punish me for daring to run away.”

      Pooky stretched luxuriously. “I wonder if they have sardines? That’s a reasonable substitute for cream. Not a perfect substitute by any stretch of the imagination, but I can manage. Go ask them if they have any sardines.”

      I stopped pacing and swatted at the cat. “Go make yourself useful before they use you as fish bait.”

      The cat lifted one of his front paws. His claws punched out. “They wouldn’t dare.”

      “They’re pirates. Daring is part of their lifestyle.”

      He patted the tin of sugar, knocking it aside.

      I lunged and grabbed the tin before it could fall. “Do you want to get us tossed overboard? Sugar is a precious commodity. I’m surprised this one isn’t locked away.”

      “The only commodity worth locking up is⁠—”

      “Yes, yes. I’ll see what I can find for your breakfast.”

      I didn’t know a cat could smile, but Pooky came close to it. His smug little face squirreled up, and he licked his lips. “And about time. I’m self-digesting over here.”

      My stomach gurgled in sympathy. I didn’t have time to worry about it. The rest of the day was a blur of bumpy waves, salt spray, and visitors. A long, steady stream of pirates found excuses to visit the pantry. They pretended not to see me until they almost stumbled over or into me, then spluttered their apologies, provided their names, inquired after my health, and asked if I needed anything.

      Quill was the most gracious and persistent. “Anything you need, let me know. After all, I’m the quartermaster, and that position comes with benefits.” He lifted his chin, peered down at me and waited for me to acknowledge his title.

      I glanced at Pooky, who shrugged and continued licking his chest. “Congratulations?”

      The man deflated slightly. “You don’t know what that means, do you? I’m second in command after the captain. The men listen to me. I’m also in charge o’ food and water supplies.”

      “Food!” Pooky leaped upward. “Ask him about cream. And sardines.”

      “Are you hungry?” Quill asked, ignoring the cat. “Thirsty?”

      “I’d love a cup of tea and toast.”

      “I can’t give you sugar with your tea, but we’re otherwise fully stocked.”

      “Marvelous.”

      “And cream,” Pooky hissed. “Don’t forget⁠—”

      I indicated the cat. “Do you have anything I can feed him?”

      “’Til he starts catchin’ rats, you mean?” Quill asked.

      “Sure. Until then.”

      Pooky flopped onto the shelf. “I see I shall have to fend for myself.” He heaved himself to the edge. “A little help getting down, if you please. And then I shall wander off in a self-righteous huff. Rats. Humph!”

      By the end of the day, I felt confident I had met most if not all of the crew. I was less confident I could manage to cross the vast ocean to the New World. The little bit I’d eaten in the morning didn’t stay down long. The pirates chuckled good-naturedly as I leaned over the guardrail and ejected my breakfast into the ocean.

      Stubbs grumbled about the uselessness of landlubbers, but he dutifully came by with a cup of tea and added a dose of a suspicious-smelling liquid into it. “It’ll settle yer blasted tummy, it will. Lickety-split.”

      Scotty the sailing master called it, “Buildin’ your sea legs, lassie.”

      I called it a waste of half-decent food.

      The cooks, Khalif and Khalid, became my best friends. The Persian twins managed to find the one item I could consume without immediately rushing to the guardrail: ginger. Ginger tea. Candied ginger. Raw ginger. I was sweating ginger through my pores.

      We sailed for three days. We were going south, and the weather became progressively warmer. By the time we reached our destination, I was no longer wearing a jacket, nor was I spending every waking minute leaning over the rails, wishing I hadn’t eaten anything.

      As the sun set, a small island appeared in the horizon. The pirates gathered along one side of the deck, chatting excitedly. I was relieved we’d found land, and prayed the chief wasn’t there.

      “We’ve arrived, Miss Storm,” Monks shouted at me over the hubbub.

      I nodded at the boy. He was at most twelve years old. As the powder monkey, he assisted the gun crew in prepping the cannons during battle. I hoped to never see him at his official job. He spent most of the time swabbing the main deck and running errands.

      Captain Tricky stood on the forecastle at the front of the ship, fists on her waist as she surveyed the island. “We made good time, lads. Behold. Treasure Island.”

      “Hurrah!” the crew shouted.

      “Let’s hear what the pirate king has to say at this parlay,” she added.

      “Aye. And pray the food’s better this year than last,” McCormick the master gunner said, earning a few cheers.

      “Remember, fellow buccaneers.” Tricky held up a large, leather-bound book. “Remember your oath in the Codex of The Pink Pearl. This is the pirate way.”

      “This is the pirate way,” others murmured.

      I turned to Monks. “What’s that book?”

      “It’s our code,” he enthused. “We all sign our mark when we join. It tells what’s what. Like reward, punishment, division o’ loot. All the ships have one. The king has the biggest.”

      “King!” Pooky clawed his way to the top of the rail. “Here’s the plan, witch. You grovel before him and beg for mercy. Explain to him that your cat is royalty, just like he is, and can’t be expected to chase after vermin. Who knows? The king might take pity on you, too, and allow you to join me in royal comfort.”

      I patted Pooky on the head, being careful to knock him onto the deck rather than into the ocean.

      “And if not,” Pooky screeched, “I shall stay here with Khalid or Khalif or whatever their names are. At least the cooks know how to treat a cat.”

      Several other pirate ships were already anchored in the natural harbor on one side of the island. Cheers and jeers echoed across the water as the different crews greeted each other.

      Tricky joined the rest of The Pink Pearl’s crew on the main deck, surveying the scene. The book was no longer in her hand.

      “Why here?” I asked.

      “It’s the pirate way,” Tricky intoned.

      “It’s the pirate way,” echoed her crew.

      “Hmm. But that isn’t actually an explanation.”

      “It’ll have to do. Come along, Miss Storm,” Tricky ordered as she clambered down a ladder and leaped into a rowboat.

      I peered over the guardrail. “Isn’t there a pier we can use?”

      Scotty chuckled. He was a small man with a thick mop of black hair and a quick laugh. He was also the sailing master, a position of great respect. According to Quill, the position required a level of education that was beyond the average sailor or pirate. “No, lass. This here’s no man’s land. Because no man — or beggin’ your pardon, no woman — has claim on it. So no pier, no nothin’ but sand and jungle. In the boat we go.”

      I climbed down the ladder, wincing as the blisters on my hands from climbing the anchor chain scratched against the rope.

      “Don’t leave me,” Pooky wailed and leaped onto my head.

      His weight unbalanced me, and I tilted backward. My hands were sweaty from the exertion of climbing down the ladder. They slipped. My arms windmilled in a desperate attempt to defy gravity. I failed and began to fall.
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      Pooky yowled, his claws digging into my scalp. I had a moment to regret my inability to perform spells in a speedy fashion. I then added to the list of regrets my decision to hide in a pirate ship. And why didn’t I go to Kilkenny?

      I then plummeted into Quill’s arms.

      He gripped me tightly against his broad chest, staring down at me with a cheeky grin. I wanted to protest but was too flustered to speak. Since he’d saved me from landing in the water, I whispered, “Thank you.”

      He winked and set me on a bench. “Take care, Miss Storm. I might not always be here to catch you, though I’ll do my best.”

      “I’m sure,” I muttered.

      Pooky mewed, slipping off my head. “What about me!”

      I snagged the cat and set him on my lap.

      Tricky blew smoke out of her nose, giving me a once-over. “Try not to fall in. Not many here can swim out to save you. Right, then, men. Row hard. They’re about to light the bonfire. Move!”

      As if on cue, the other ships started disgorging rowboats. A swarm of the small vessels floated across the water, men heaving on the oars. The beach was crowded with pirates by the time we landed.

      “You’re lucky,” Scotty said and smiled broadly. “This here’s for pirate folk only. Never heard of no non-pirate comin’ to the pirate parlay, at least none that lived to tell the tale.” He laughed uproariously, and Quill joined him.

      “Delightful,” I said.

      Scotty wiped tears of mirth away. “Are you a bettin’ type, lass?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Very wise but not very interestin’.”

      “Poppycock! Betting is a dreadful vice.”

      “But a fun one.”

      “Never you mind, Miss Storm,” Quill said as we strolled up the sandy beach toward the large pile of wood stacked for the bonfire. “Scotty here makes bets on everythin’ possible.”

      “That I do. We even had a wager on how long ‘fore you’d stop chuckin’ the twins’ good food overboard.” He chuckled, his eyes twinkling. “I won fair and square. Didn’t I, Quill?”

      Quill smirked. “Not sure ‘bout the fair part, but you did square away some coin. Mostly at Stubbs’ expense.”

      “Aye, I did. And I’ll be squarin’ away more ‘fore these three days are done. Sure I can’t tempt you, Miss Storm? There’s a good chance to win or lose some gold on the kingly elections.”

      “No, thank you. It hardly matters to me who wins.”

      “You may be right.” Scotty paused. “But if you do want to place a wager, the current pirate king is the favored candidate, followed by Captain Rodney.”

      “Fabulous. How many of these events are there?”

      “A pirate parlay? This here’s the sixty-second session, you know.”

      “Is it an annual event, then?”

      Quill nodded, pushing between Scotty and me. “It is. And votin’ for the pirate king is an annual tradition, as well. It’s an elected position, you see.”

      “So I gathered.”

      “An honorary position, more like. Though he does earn a bit from the tribute paid to him at the end o’ the parlay. The votin’ always attracts a few candidates at least. It’s hotly contested.”

      The men jostled to get closer to the stack of wood, but Quill was larger than most. He cheerfully elbowed pirates aside, clearing a path for Scotty and me. I was grateful for their presence. Tricky had already abandoned me, and I didn’t care to imagine what my fate would be if I was left unaccompanied, without a protective escort. While I was still dressed as a boy, I didn’t trust my disguise to pass close scrutiny.

      We reached the large fire pit. Pooky protested vociferously when I tried to put him down.

      “You expect me to sit on that?” he argued, glaring at the sand.

      I didn’t reply as Quill was leaning close to me, giving me the names of the captains and other pirates of interest. The only thing I was interested in was a hasty retreat to The Pink Pearl where I could indulge in a cup of Khalid’s ginger and green tea.

      An older, bowlegged man exited the jungle that edged the beach. He lifted up a trumpet and blew on it. The pirates settled down to a restless silence.

      “Make way, make way for the pirate king. Brownbeard the Barbaric is here! So it has been decreed.”

      I choked on a laugh. “Brownbeard?”

      Quill pressed his mouth almost against my ear, which was far too close for my comfort or social standards. “The name Blackbeard was already taken, so he had to settle for the next color. Still, it has a nice ring, no?”

      Pooky cowered in my arms, his claws poking out. “He sounds like a nincompoop.”

      I was grateful no one else could understand the cat. It was bad enough I did.

      A tall, well-dressed man strutted onto the beach, followed by an escort appropriate for a king. The man wore a powdered wig topped with a black crown. His clothes were brown, from the shiny leather boots to the soft leather vest he wore over a loose white shirt. He was the epitome of what I imagined a pirate to look like, down to his fierce, bushy beard. He lifted a hand and waved indulgently at his subjects.

      “All hail Brownbeard the Barbaric, our pirate king!” the bowlegged man shouted.

      A halfhearted “Hail the king” rose up from the crowd.

      Brownbeard the Barbaric snapped his fingers. A couple of pirates ran ahead of him with a wooden throne which they placed on a low platform built in front of the fire pit.

      The king sat on the throne, repositioned his crown, and held up both arms. “Hear me, oh pirates of the three oceans.”

      “I thought there were four,” I whispered.

      “Hush,” Scotty said. “The king don’t like to be interrupted, lass.”

      “I hereby open the sixty-second annual pirate parlay.”

      “Hurrah!”

      “We have a busy three days ahead of us, my pirate brethren. Scribbles, my scribe, wishes to remind you there will be a strict cease-fire order in place for the full three days and nights of this party… I mean parlay.”

      The pirates chuckled appreciatively. A few called out, “Hurrah!”

      “This means no fighting, even if the other pirate started it.”

      “But what if he really, really started it, your Royal Barbarian?” someone shouted from the back of the crowd.

      “You still really can’t fight him, Sharkbite,” the king insisted. “No dueling. No maiming⁠—”

      “Not even a wee bit?” a pirate near me asked.

      “Not even a little, teensy, wee bit. And I’m looking at you, Squidly.” The king jabbed a finger at the pirate who’d asked.

      Squidly started to tremble. He yanked his sword out of its scabbard, then dropped it, pointy end on his foot. “Ouch.”

      “As I was saying,” the king continued. “No name calling, no fighting, no dueling, no maiming, no bruising, no killing. And definitely no biting ‘cause that’s just rude.”

      “What if someone steals our sugar?”

      Everyone around me groaned.

      “I brought a packet of my personal stash with me to use during the parlay,” the man persisted. “And it’s gone. Gone, I tell you!”

      “That sugar fiend,” Scotty muttered.

      “What and who?” I asked.

      Quill grinned. “Captain Rodney’s quartermaster, Sweetie. He’s always complainin’ ‘bout his precious sugar stash being stolen. He’s a bit of an addict, you see.”

      “A bit?” Scotty laughed. “The man can’t function without it.”

      “Aye. He has his own wax and a seal. Uses them to stamp his packets shut, so he can tell if anyone’s broken into his stash or what.”

      “Heard the same, I did. Wonder who he’ll accuse of thievery this year?”

      Sweetie raised his voice. “As you know, I’m a generous soul. I always reward whoever returns my items to me. No questions asked.”

      “Your reward stinks!” someone at the back of the crowd shouted. “No one wants a private tea party with the likes of you.”

      “If you had a trace of sense in you, you would!” Sweetie yelled above the laughter.

      “Yes, yes, Sweetie,” the pirate king said, shouting above the hushed conversations. “Any problems, direct it to your captains.”

      “What if the captain favors the thief?” Sweetie persisted. “Yes, I’m looking at you, Terrence Winks Wimble! Part quartermaster… Bah! No such position exists on any other ship but The Red-Eyed Squid.”

      A cheerful looking fellow held up both hands. “I swear on me sword, I did no such thin’, Sweetie. I don’t eat sugar. Bad for me allergies, it is.”

      “You’re a liar, Winks! You did it, you sugar thief! And I’ll prove it soon enough.”

      Boos and hisses accompanied Sweetie as he stomped away from the fire pit, shoving other pirates aside.

      “If your captains have any problems, they can come directly to me,” Brownbeard said. “So no stealing. Add that to the list, Scribbles. Especially no stealing sugar. We don’t want a repeat of the fifty-first, now do we?”

      Quill and Scotty murmured agreement along with numerous other pirates.

      “The fifty-first?” I whispered.

      “The fifty-first pirate parlay,” Quill whispered back. “Bad news, that one. We don’t like to talk about it.”

      Brownbeard nodded at the bowlegged pirate who pulled out a scroll and wrote something on the end of it. The pirates quieted down, grinning and nodding, pressing in closer.

      “And now, the agenda. Scribbles here will leave the full list posted on that tree over yonder, along with the candidates for kingship.” The king pointed at his scribe, then at the closest tree.

      “Don’t forget the bettin’ pool,” Scotty yelled.

      “Hurrah!”

      “You’re really going to bet on an election?” I whispered as excited chatter drowned out the king’s attempt to answer.

      Scotty’s smile widened. “Course we are! Every year, we wager on who’ll win the vote. Brownbeard’s been winnin’ for as long as he’s been captain. And that’s years.”

      “Aye, he’s favored to win again this year,” Quill added.

      “Of course, Scotty,” the king answered less enthusiastically than before. “How could I forget the betting pool? It’ll be posted on the same tree with the rules.”

      “What if we can’t read?” Quill shouted.

      “Then my scribe here will translate for you. Scribbles, read the agenda, then the current list of candidates.”

      Scribbles nodded, stepped forward and held out the scroll.

      “We’ve got an informative workshop on better ways to pillage. Also a talk about the top five tricks to improve your cannon prepping techniques. Number four will blow your mind but not your ship.”

      An appreciative murmur stirred among the crowd.

      “How to identify and cure scurvy, always an important topic. Not to be underestimated, mateys. There’s a cooking class guaranteed to teach ten ways to cook rotten meat so it doesn’t taste like maggots. And of course, no pirate parlay is complete without the pirate olympics.”

      “Hurrah!” the pirates shouted and clapped.

      Scribbles waited for the noise to settle. “All participants who survive to the end of the parlay will enjoy a feast hosted by your king, and receive a worthy memento: a hand-crafted leather scabbard, provided for this event by an artisan in exchange for not getting pillaged.”

      “Hurrah!”

      “On to the election. Current candidates for position of pirate king. Please raise your fist when your name is called. His Royal Nastiness Brownbeard the Barbaric.”

      Claps and cheers interrupted the announcement.

      “Captain Rodriguez Montoya.”

      A heavily scarred, burly pirate stepped to the front of the crowd and held up both fists.

      “Go, Wee Rodney!” a woman shouted.

      Pirates sniggered.

      Captain Rodney went purple in the face. “Ma, not now! You’re embarrassing me!”

      “Terrence Winks Wimble. And the king’s very own quartermaster Pepe Le Pirate⁠—”

      “Oi! Small Foot’s runnin’ fer king,” a pirate hooted.

      The crowd broke into laughter and applause. Pepe had just reached the front of the crowd and lifted a fist. His expression darkened for a moment before his mouth stretched into a tight smile.

      Scotty whispered, “The man’s feet are wee, bitty things. ‘Bout your size, lass, despite his height. You know what they say ‘bout a man’s feet.”

      Tricky made a disapproving noise, and Scotty didn’t continue.

      “What do they say?” Pooky asked.

      I shrugged.

      Scribbles waved until he had everyone’s attention again. “Any captain or quartermaster who wishes to place his name for consideration must do so by midnight tonight. The pirates shall vote for the one who best demonstrates the qualities of pirate king. Strong leadership. Good crew management. Effective law enforcement. And a fearsome reputation.”

      “Hurrah!”

      Quill leaned toward me. “Reputation is everythin’. The bloodthirstier, the better, even if no blood be spilled.”

      “If a quartermaster happens to win the crown,” Scribbles said, “he⁠—”

      “Or she,” Quill shouted and nodded at Tricky.

      Scribbles harrumphed. “He — or she — automatically becomes captain of his ship as well, and his — or her — captain takes the role of quartermaster. So it has been decreed.”

      The pirate king waved imperiously at Scribbles, who set aside his scroll and gestured to a young boy. The boy held out a torch almost as big as he was.

      Brownbeard the Barbaric stood. “And with this flame, I shall officially open the sixty-second pirate parlay⁠—”

      A piercing scream interrupted the king.

      The king frowned and stared over the crowd. “Who dares interrupt His Royal Nastiness with a sound so unbecoming of a pirate?”

      “Beggin’ your pardon for the unpirately noise, your Barbaric Royalness,” a voice said as someone pushed through the crowd.

      “What is it, Stinker?” the king asked and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “Thing is, sir, Quartermaster Sweetie—” the man huffed.

      “What about him? Has someone already stolen the rest of his precious sugar stash from the ship?”

      Several pirates laughed and jeered.

      Stinker shook his head. “No, your Barbaric Highness. Some rat gone and murdered him. Quartermaster Samuel Sweetie McFarson… well, sir, he’s dead.”
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      A moment of silence followed the announcement of Samuel Sweetie McFarson’s murder.

      The young boy must not have heard the news, for he held up the flaming torch, speared the bonfire and shouted, “Hurrah!”

      The bonfire burst into flames, and happy sparks swirled overhead, reaching for the star-cluttered sky.

      A spattering of hurrahs echoed the boy’s call, and he grinned at the otherwise confused crowd.

      “How’d ye know he’s blasted murdered?” Stubbs asked, scowling at the messenger of bad news.

      The man stepped away. “There be a knife in his chest, that’s how.”

      Several pirates nodded and hummed in agreement.

      “Maybe he done fell on it by his bad self,” Stubbs persisted.

      I snorted in disbelief. “Yes, I’m sure that’s exactly what he did. He ran back to his tent and promptly fell upon a knife.”

      The pirates all turned to me, the silence deepening.

      “Good job with keeping a low profile,” Pooky muttered and retreated deeper into my arms. He tried to tuck his head in my armpit.

      “And who be you?” Scribbles asked.

      “Good question, Scribbles,” Brownbeard said. “Well, lad. Answer.”

      “He ain’t no lad,” Quill said. “He’s a she.”

      Appreciative whistles and catcalls filled the beach.

      “Shouldn’t we focus on the unfortunate demise of quartermaster Sweetie?” I asked.

      “Keep talking,” Pooky hissed. “Distract them while I sneak away to safety. Or rather, you carry me and run. That’s a much better plan.”

      “Hurrah!” somebody shouted, then gulped as no one echoed the call.

      “This here’s supposed to be a no-kill zone.” Captain Rodney glared over the bonfire at the pirate king. “It be one of your jobs to keep the peace here, or at least avoid war and other inconveniences. Ain’t that so, mateys?”

      More nodding and murmuring of agreement were followed by another round of “Hurrah!”

      “What do you want, Rodney?” the king asked, his tone as weary as his expression. He slumped in his throne.

      Rodney puffed out his broad chest. “That’s Captain Rodriguez Montoya to you.”

      Quill nudged me with an elbow. “Sure, but his ma calls him Wee Rodney.”

      Pirates around us giggled.

      As if Quill’s words had summoned her, a shrill voice pierced the unhappy rumblings of the pirates. “Rodney, it’s almost your bedtime!”

      “I’m busy, Ma!” Rodney roared back.

      More laughter drifted through the crowd.

      “They’re not terribly upset that one of their own has been murdered,” I whispered.

      Stubbs grunted, but Quill answered. “Quartermaster Sweetie wasn’t very popular. There’s some that’re more than happy to see him gone.”

      Rodney beat a fist on his chest, then pointed at Brownbeard. “You ain’t fit for that throne, Brownbeard.”

      “That’s Captain Brownbeard the Barbaric, the pirate king, to the likes of you,” Scribbles yelled.

      “Well said, Scribbles. Well said,” the king murmured.

      A sharply dressed pirate standing next to the king stepped forward. “It seems to me you’re the main benefactor of this murder, Captain Rodriguez.”

      Rodney’s huffing was audible in the hush that settled over the pirates. “Watch your tongue, Pepe Le Pirate, or I’ll remove it.”

      “Threatening to break the peace pact again, are you?”

      “I didn’t⁠—”

      Pepe addressed the audience. “I imagine my captain, our king and my dear friend Brownbeard will fall in the ranks after this scandalous event. And who’ll benefit most? Why, Captain Rodney. His position will rise, partly due to a sympathy vote.”

      “I don’t need no one’s sympathy to win.”

      “Did I say sympathy? I meant pity.”

      Rodney roared wordlessly and stepped toward Pepe. Several pirates pulled him back until he’d regained self-control. Pepe smiled as Rodney retreated into the crowd.

      Wood crackled loudly, and some of it tumbled, causing flames and more sparks to leap upward temporarily. When the fire had settled down, the pirate king was standing.

      “Hear me well, my fellow pirates. Your king speaks. By the end of the three days, I’ll find the culprit who broke our peace accord, and deal with him as pirate code requires. I’ll march the traitor to the plank and beyond.”

      “Hurrah!” every pirate shouted, and the fire trembled before their cheer.

      “In the meantime, none of you scoundrels is to leave the environs of this here Treasure Island. Everyone stays on the beach or in the harbor. Hear me well.”

      “Hurrah!”

      “There shall be none who’ll doubt the strength of this pirate king,” Brownbeard concluded and marched away from his throne, his entourage scrambling to keep up as he stalked toward an elaborate tent set up at the far end of the beach.

      More rumblings and mumblings as the pirates began to disperse. Some returned to their rowboats while others began setting up camp on the beach.

      “What was that all about?” I asked.

      “Rodney basically challenged Brownbeard for the throne,” Quill supplied. “He’s been eyein’ that throne since he was big enough to hold a sword. And now’s his chance. Whoever murdered Sweetie has presented Captain Rodney with the perfect chance.”

      “How convenient,” I murmured.

      “Blasted barnacles, I placed my bet on Brownbeard,” Stubbs said.

      Scotty clucked his tongue. “A bad choice, for he’s sure to go down in the rankings, and Rodney’ll rise up.”

      Stubbs grumbled something unsavory under his breath.

      Tricky sidled up to us. “I suggest we retreat to the ship. Things might get out of hand tonight.”

      “All the more reason to stay,” Scotty enthused.

      Quill sobered up immediately. “Aye, aye, captain.”

      “Not so fast.” Scribbles stood before us, chin lifted, eyes directed over our heads. “Captain Olivia Twitchett Trickett of The Pink Pearl, the pirate king summons you and your entourage to an audience.”
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      The pirate king was standing outside his tent when we approached. He waved at a group of pirates lounging nearby, his smile wide. “I swear by my magnificently barbaric beard I’ll capture the culprit and make him walk the plank. Never you fear. I, your pirate king, am here to maintain an appropriate amount of disorder.”

      He waved us inside the tent, flopping onto another throne. “What a nuisance. It’s bad for business, I’ll not lie. I don’t blame anyone for ridding the oceans of that nuisance. But why didn’t they wait ’til after the parlay to kill Sweetie? I’d have given them a piece of gold or two for the service.”

      Tricky dropped into a high-back chair and swung her booted feet onto a low table. “These things do happen from time to time. Remember the fifty-first?”

      Brownbeard groaned. “I’d rather not. Even with that, the current parlay might go down in history as the worst. I’ll be walking the plank if I don’t find the culprit. Worse, I’ll lose my throne to that upstart, Rodriguez Montoya.” He spat a heavy glob onto the canvas floor of the tent, then waved imperiously at Scribbles, who tiptoed over and wiped the spot clean with a dirty handkerchief.

      “So why ask me here?”

      I was beginning to wonder that myself. I would’ve been quite happy staying by the bonfire, but Quill had snagged my arm and dragged me after Tricky, Stubbs and Scribbles. “Can’t leave you alone in this crowd,” he’d said.

      The pirate king tapped on his throne’s armrests. “You didn’t happen to⁠—”

      “No. I didn’t kill him.”

      “Pity. Remember the support I gave you when you placed your bid for captainship? The first female captain ever. We made history.”

      Quill nodded. “Aye, and she’s the best captain on the seven seas, I might add.”

      “Yes, yes. All of that.” Brownbeard pursed his lips. “Truth is, you may be the only pirate here I can reasonably trust. Or rather, I don’t completely distrust.”

      Tricky bowed her head ever so slightly, but her expression didn’t change. She puffed heavily on her pipe. “You do have this handled, don’t you, Brownbeard?”

      The king groaned and pinched the bridge of his nose. “No! I don’t. It’s such an embarrassment. And mark my words, Rodney’ll maximize the situation for his benefit. This murder… it puts me in a bad light. As if I’m incapable of keeping the peace during a parlay.”

      No one spoke, and the pause lengthened into an uncomfortable silence.

      “Apart from Rodney, who else might benefit from this?” I asked.

      The king’s head snapped up, and his eyes narrowed in suspicion as he peered at me. “Who is this?”

      “A blasted stowaway,” Stubbs said. “Found her with the cannons.”

      “Why hasn’t she walked the plank?”

      “The chief,” Quill and Stubbs said at the same time.

      “Ah, yes. What’ll you trade her for?”

      “How about we focus on solving this murder,” I say. “After all, we wouldn’t want such a wise and benevolent⁠—”

      “You mean barbaric,” Quill said.

      “And barbaric king such as yourself losing your throne and your crown when the pirates vote in three days.”

      The king flared his nostrils. “Indeed not. I’ve had this crown for a decade at least. Imagine it on the head of that despicable Wee Rodney. You know what it means if he wins? His ma will turn the pirate parlay into a cooking contest.” He shuddered.

      Tricky tapped her pipe’s mouthpiece against her front teeth but said nothing.

      “All the more reason to determine our suspects, and investigate them,” I said.

      Pooky hissed. “You should keep quiet. Silence is a virtue, you know.”

      The pirate king’s gaze sharpened. “You seem to know about this investigation business.”

      “Not specifically. That is, I read the newspaper from time to time. There are plenty of mysteries in there.”

      The king nodded, a frown squirreling between his eyebrows. “Right. I need this murder solved, and the culprit walking the plank before the election in three days. You do this, young stowaway, and I’ll elevate your rank to pirate.”

      Quill gasped, Stubbs grunted, and Tricky tilted her head.

      Pooky’s claws dug into my arms. “Did I ever tell you I can’t swim? If they make us walk the plank⁠—”

      I tightened my grip on Pooky. “I shall certainly do my best, your Barbaric Royalness.”

      “You better, or I’ll announce you as the culprit.”

      “Me?”

      Pooky mewed. “Why did I run away?”

      “Yes, you.” Brownbeard nodded. “Exactly so. You’re a stowaway, so everyone’ll believe it.”

      “Stowing away and murder are two very different sorts of crimes, wouldn’t you say, sir?”

      “A king doesn’t need to answer his subjects. I shall declare you the murderer, and place Captain Tricky at fault for her lax security on her ship. Are we clear?”

      Tricky narrowed her eyes at me, smoke curling around her face. “Crystal.”

      The king smiled and settled back in his throne. He smoothed his frilly cuffs and nodded. “Then you may leave.”

      We filed out of the tent. The beach was a study in chaos. An assortment of tents and hammocks sprouted up along the edges of the beach. A few even dared enter the jungle but not too far. Increasingly drunken pirates guzzled various liquids and shouted songs in clashing keys.

      I didn’t have much time to enjoy the scenery before Tricky stepped in front of me and exhaled a plume of smoke into my face. “You’ve landed us in a right mess, Miss Storm.”

      My gaze flicked to the side. Quill winced and shrugged his shoulders.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Don’t be sorry, Miss Storm. Be focused. Find who did this. Otherwise, we’re all going down to the ocean’s bottom. But I’ll make sure you go first.”
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      I followed Tricky through the impromptu camp. Other pirates nodded at Tricky, some of them winking or giving a thumbs up. She didn’t respond, but her arms swung harder as she quickened her pace.

      “It seems they approve of you,” I suggested.

      Quill laughed softly behind me, but quickly stopped when Tricky glared over her shoulder.

      “You’re going to get us both killed,” Pooky muttered. “And sharing one of my nine lives with you is not an option. But I shall suffer in silence as always.”

      “They think I murdered Rodney’s quartermaster,” Tricky said.

      I jogged to keep up with her. She wasn’t any taller than me, but somehow she strode faster than even Quill with his long legs. “Why do they think you murdered him?”

      “I had issues with him.”

      My heart rate quickened. “What sort of issues?”

      “Not the murdering kind, if that’s what you’re getting at. Many had issues with Sweetie.”

      “Of course.” I let a question linger on the end of my sentence, unspoken but there.

      “He didn’t want me in the pirate brethren, not as a regular buccaneer, and definitely not as a captain. As quartermaster, he had a vote when I put my name forward for captainship.”

      “And he voted nay?”

      Tricky harrumphed around her pipe. Puffs of smoke floated up, faster and faster as she sucked and exhaled. “That’s right. He blackballed me.”

      “So you definitely had a motive.”

      Tricky twirled so fast, I collided with her. “What’re you saying, stowaway? That I snuck away from the party and murdered that two-faced, good-for-nothing scoundrel?”

      Quill chuckled. “No one’d blame you if you did. I bet Brownbeard’s singin’ your praises. Unofficial, mind you. Since officially⁠—”

      “Yes, perhaps unofficially,” Tricky reluctantly admitted. “But only unofficially since officially this is a no-kill zone. I wish I could take the credit. That bloke was a sugar-stealing nuisance. He blamed everyone else, but he was the worst culprit.”

      I nodded sympathetically. Sugar was a precious commodity, only recently reserved for nobility and royalty. Now it was available for purchase but at a pretty price.

      “But feel free to accuse me,” Tricky added, her eyes narrowed into flinty slits. “I have an alibi. Then again, everyone does.”

      “Not everyone,” I corrected. “The murderer had to be in the tent with the quartermaster.”

      Tricky shook her head. “Trust me. Everyone has an alibi.”

      I glanced toward the other end of the beach where Captain Rodney’s crew had set up camp. The quartermaster’s tent was very obvious. Most of the crew simply set up a hammock or a mattress with the intention of sleeping under the open sky. But quartermaster Sweetie’s tent almost rivaled the pirate king’s in size and elaborate decorations.

      “Do you think they’ll let me take a look inside the tent?” I asked.

      Tricky’s teeth clicked on the stem of her pipe as she studied me. “Aye. They’ll have to now, won’t they? Since the pirate king has appointed you as his lead investigator and all.” Her lips turned up ever so slightly, and a plume of smoke curled out of her nostrils. “Seeing Rodney’s expression… Let’s go, then, Miss Storm.” She spun around and marched rapidly toward Rodney’s camp.

      “You just had to offer, didn’t you?” Pooky said. “What’s wrong with life in a harem? The chief’s wealthy, so we’ll be set for life. I’ll have lots of cream, and you’ll have whatever chiefs give their concubines.”

      I tightened my grip on Pooky ever so slightly until he squeaked. “Not an option,” I muttered under my breath.

      “What’s wrong with being the hundredth and one wife? You’ll hardly see the man. It’s the perfect marital arrangement.”

      I lifted Pooky and pretended to nuzzle him while I whispered in his ear, “I’m not being traded for camel milk. And I most certainly will not be one of a hundred and one wives or concubines or whatever he’s going to do.”

      “Fine. Be that way. I suppose you’d rather walk the plank than live a life of royal luxury?”

      “Pretty much.”

      “You sound more human by the minute. Disgraceful.”

      Quill looked back at me. “There a problem, miss?”

      “So many,” Pooky yelped. “Save me from witches with standards. So picky.”

      “No problem at all,” I said and hurried after him.

      I started making a mental list. Top of the agenda: solve this messy murder. Then help the pirate king win an election, and avoid joining the chief’s harem. It was a pretty full agenda.

      Tricky and Rodney were standing outside the quartermaster’s luxury tent. Rodney’s face was even redder than before, while Tricky looked almost pleased with herself. She nodded at me, and tipped out ashes from her pipe. They inconveniently floated onto Rodney’s shiny boots. “Wee Rodney here has graciously agreed⁠—”

      “The name’s Rodriguez Montoya,” Rodney snapped. “You’ll use me proper name, woman, or⁠—”

      “Wee Rodney!” An elderly woman’s voice called out from the captain’s tent. “I’ve warmed up your evenin’ milk, love. Just as you like it.”

      Quill started to laugh but changed it into a loud coughing fit when Rodney placed a hand on his sword. Stubbs harrumphed. Tricky’s mouth widened into what was definitely a smile now.

      “Well, then.” I nodded at Rodney. “I’ll just get on with it, shall I?”

      “Touch nothing,” he ordered.

      “Now, now, Wee Rodney,” Tricky said. “Fair’s fair. As the royally appointed lead investigator, Miss Storm’ll have to investigate everything in there. Every. Single. Item. She’ll have to open every box, every bag⁠—”

      “I get the point,” Rodney said, his cheeks an unhealthy purple. “Be quick ‘bout it. Me new quartermaster wants to use this tent.”

      “A replacement already?”

      “Aye, can’t run a ship without one. He was part quartermaster before, but I upgraded Winks.”

      “Part quarter,” Pooky mused. “I feel there’s a joke in there somewhere.”

      Tricky whistled. “How very unseemly. The poor man hasn’t even been buried yet, and you’ve replaced him.”

      “The poor man…” Rodney blustered. “Aye, the poor man. Not to worry. We’ll give Sweetie a pirate’s sendoff.”

      “I’ll need to meet with the new quartermaster.” I forced myself not to flinch away when Rodney took a step toward me.

      “That’d be me.” A cheerful man stepped to Rodney’s side, swept his hat off his head, and performed a small flourish with it. “Terrence Winks Wimble at your service. Call me Winks.” His eyes squeezed shut, and his face contorted.

      “What’re you doing, sir?” I asked. “Are you alright?”

      “Givin’ you me famous wink, that’s what.” He opened his eyes wide, then sneezed several times. “Apologies, miss. I’m allergic to cats.”

      “He didn’t just say that,” Pooky hissed.

      “And pretty much everything on this island. Tropical vegetation doesn’t agree with me sinuses.” Winks pulled out a handkerchief, wiped under his tearing eyes, then blew his nose.

      I smiled sympathetically. “Not a fan of the great outdoors, then?”

      “Oh, I’m a fan. A great fan. But jungles and cats aren’t a fan of me.” He sneezed violently again and hurried away, mumbling an apology.

      “There,” Rodney said. “You’ve met him.”

      “I’ll need to have a proper chat with him. It’s protocol, you see. Everyone’s a suspect.”

      Rodney’s face turned dark purple. “Everyone? Are you suggesting I’m a suspect?”

      “Not you specifically. Just…” I shrugged. “Everyone.”

      “Let’s keep her.” Quill placed a large hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “She’s very entertainin’.”

      Tricky bit down on the end of her pipe. “We’ll see. Perhaps if she makes herself useful⁠—”

      “I’m sure she will,” I said and entered the tent.
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      Quartermaster Sweetie’s tent looked the way the man did: prim and proper, all things put in correct order, and rather lifeless.

      “I’m impressed he could unpack so quickly.” I admired a collection of glass animals set upon a writing table.

      “You think he did this? More like he had the cabin boy running around since the moment they landed.” Tricky puffed on her pipe, strolling around the spacious tent.

      “He’s still here,” Pooky whispered.

      I turned around. “Who is?”

      Tricky eyed me as if I’d sprouted wings. Her eyebrows pinched together. “The cabin boy. I don’t keep track of all their names. He’s not on my ship, so why should I care?”

      “Quite right.” But I was no longer paying attention to Tricky. Slouched in a chair in front of a small table was the murder victim. “They left him here.”

      Tricky smirked around her pipe. “You were thinking they’d already cleaned him up and carted him away? No one would’ve left the party to clean up this mess.”

      I swallowed hard. Witches lived for a very long time. I had yet to attend a funeral. And I’d never had an occasion to see a human corpse.

      “Feeling queasy, are we?”

      There was no doubt about it. Tricky was smiling.

      “No, not specifically.”

      “Methinks this be a new experience for you, Miss Storm.” She pulled up the other chair at the small table and leaned toward Sweetie. “Imagine that, Sweetie. Looks like you finally have some effect on a young lady. Too bad you’re not alive to enjoy it.”

      I sniffed at the implied accusation that my nerves were too delicate to handle the sight of a corpse. “I’ll have you know my education included anatomy.”

      “Is that a fact?”

      “It is. Grand… my grandmother ensured I dissected a wide range of species. I’m accustomed to handling and cutting up dead animals and organs.”

      “But it ain’t quite the same when the dead thing’s another human, is it?”

      “I suppose not.” I resisted the urge to cover my mouth or close my eyes. I focused on deep breaths. What would Tricky think of me if I displayed such signs of sensitivity and sentimentality?

      More important, Grand Dame Puddlewick would be appalled if she ever learned a relative of hers swooned away at the sight of a bit of blood and a knife sticking out of a murder victim.

      Just thinking about her disapproving scowl smacked me into shape better than smelling salts. I lowered my hand and studied the scene. I didn’t focus on the knife, because there was only so much I could handle in one go. “It seems he was expecting company.”

      Tricky snorted. “Only company he liked was his own.”

      I took a step toward the small table. “Two cups and saucers. Unless he drinks for two, as well?”

      Tricky chewed on her pipe’s mouthpiece. “So you have eyes. You’ll need more than them to solve this case.”

      “Why? Do you have any idea who it was?”

      “Oh, aye. I do.”

      “Then why didn’t you tell the king?”

      “It could’ve been anyone. Hear me, Miss Storm? We’re all suspects, like you said. We’re pirates. It goes with the territory. And Sweetie here wasn’t exactly a favorite among any crew, including his own.”

      “I see.”

      Tricky stood up and lifted the lid of an ornate wooden box. “Looks like he wasn’t exaggerating. His sugar package is missing. Odd.”

      “What is?”

      “I never knew him to drink tea without sugar. No wonder he was extra cranky this evening.”

      “What’s that crest on the box?”

      “His personal insignia. He stamped it on everything.” She swaggered past me. “I’ll be outside, when you’ve finished your investigation.” Her emphasis on the last word told me exactly what she thought of my sleuthing skills.

      The tent flap closed behind her, and I sagged in the chair across from Sweetie. “She’s right. What do I know about solving a crime?”

      Pooky squirmed out of my arms and flopped in the soft sand. “Who puts dirt inside their tent?”

      “It’s sand. Because we’re on a beach. I think it’s delightful.”

      “Appalling. Truly appalling. Life with Chief Ali Babak isn’t looking so bad now, is it?”

      I straightened up. I’d put up with all sorts of indignities as the granddaughter of Grand Dame Puddlewick. But everyone had a line beyond which they didn’t step. And being the hundredth and one wife was right up there on my list of things I’d never do.

      “No chief. No plank. We’re going to solve this.”

      “I wonder if the chief has dogs? You’ll have to get rid of them for me.” The cat clambered onto the narrow bed and sniffed his paws. “Sand inside a tent. Despicable. Truly atrocious. What’ll they think of next? Declawing cats? Putting a bell around our necks?”

      “Perhaps.” I looked at the tea set again. It certainly wasn’t up to London standards, but for a pirate, it was probably a luxury. A small tin of powdered milk. A teapot with enough tea inside for two. “Where’s the sugar?”

      “There is none,” Pooky said. “Weren’t you listening to the pipe lady?”

      “Exactly. She said he never drank tea without sugar. That’s why he was so cranky today. So why would he set out tea for himself?”

      “Why humans do the things they do is a mystery. Can we go now?”

      I stepped away from the table and peered out of the tent. “Are you sure Sweetie never drank unsweetened tea?”

      Quill and Tricky paused in their quiet conversation and stared at me. “Aye, never,” Quill said. “He used to say tea without sugar is a crime he won’t commit. You see how extra foul he was ‘fore bein’ murdered?”

      Tricky smirked. “No doubt because his efforts to steal Rodney’s stash were thwarted.”

      “He tried to steal his own captain’s sugar?” I asked.

      “Of course. Not openly, mind you. That’s a marooning offense.”

      I pointed back into the tent. “Yet he set out cups for two people.”

      Tricky yawned. “As you already said.”

      I returned to the table. Both cups had dregs of tea at the bottom. I lifted the cup that wasn’t in front of Sweetie and sniffed. I then took a tiny sip. It was cold and unsweetened.

      “You done in here, Miss Storm?” Quill lifted the tent flap to peer inside.

      “In a moment.”

      “She’s definitely done,” Pooky said. “Admit it. We’re going to live with Chief Ali Babak and his hundred wives. I can think of worse situations, to be honest. He’ll love me, of course. Royalty recognizes royalty.”

      “What’s this?” I stooped to study small, white specks scattered across the table.

      “Grains of sand, I imagine. There’s so much of it.”

      “It looks like sugar. So where’s the rest of it?”

      “They finished it?”

      “Sweetie said someone had stolen his package.” I reached across the table, careful to avoid Sweetie’s hands, and lifted his cup.

      “I wouldn’t drink that,” Pooky said. “You’ve no idea where his mouth has been.”

      I set it down. “Good point.”

      “All my points are good bordering on brilliant, if I were to be honest.”

      “And so humble.”

      “Humility is for the untalented.”

      I delicately pulled out a handkerchief from Sweetie’s pocket. “Excuse me, sir.”

      “No need to—” Pooky paused. “Were you talking to the dead man? Dear, me. This whole chief business has really shaken you up, hasn’t it?”

      “Hardly.”

      “What’re you doing?”

      “There must be a whole teaspoon of sugar here. Such a waste, and what a mess.”

      “Who cares? This isn’t my tent, and cats don’t eat sugar.”

      “Humans do.” I swept the sugar grains into the handkerchief and knotted it in place. I then studied the corpse.

      Grand Dame Puddlewick had ensured my education was thorough. While I never dissected a human corpse, I certainly studied the innards of various other animals. My tutor always went to great lengths to explain the similarities and differences between the animal in question and a human body.

      “I think the knife isn’t the murder weapon,” I said, studying the wound.

      “Humph! The knife’s stuck in the middle of his chest. He’s dead. I’d say the two are very much connected, don’t you?”

      “But there’s very little blood around the wound.”

      Pooky did his version of a shrug, and whipped his tail up and down. “One less mess for someone to clean up. Is it dinnertime yet? I really feel it is.”

      I glanced at the tent door. It was closed. The candlelight was steady, as no draft came in to wobble it.

      I shuffled my chair around the table until I was sitting almost knee to knee with Sweetie. “I’m so sorry to do this, sir.”

      “Again, enough talking to the dead guy. Talk to the live cat. Wait. What are you… No. You… Ugh! I can’t watch.”

      Neither could I. I closed my eyes, gripped the handle of the knife and pulled. The knife came out with a squelching noise.

      “Are you done yet?”

      “I’m not sure. Can you check?”

      “Absolutely not. You check.”

      I squinted through one eye. The knife seemed to float in front of me until I opened both eyes and saw my hand gripping it. “I did it.”

      “Yes, but why? Why would you do that?”

      I swallowed hard and leaned close enough until I could see the skin on the other side of the torn shirt. “Just as I thought. Sweetie was dead before anyone used the knife.”
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