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      “I have endured many tribulations and humiliations since signing the Pirate Codex,” I lectured as I paced up and down the wooden deck of The Pink Pearl.

      Captain Tricky nodded almost sympathetically, puffing heavily on her pipe. “I suppose you could say that, Miss Storm.”

      “I do say so, in fact. And I believe I’ve endured them with extreme patience and radiant acquiescence.”

      “Maybe not extreme or radiant,” Tricky murmured. “But you’ve endured.”

      I did an excellent job of ignoring her. My boots clicked heavily on the wood, keeping time to my agitated heartbeat.

      “Aye, lass,” Scotty called down from the quarterdeck. “You have at that.”

      “Focus on steering the ship, sailing master,” Tricky shouted. “And don’t even think of placing bets on this conversation.”

      “What ‘bout a wee wager, then?” Scotty asked.

      Smoke rings curled around Tricky’s head. “How’s that different from betting?”

      “You see, cap’n—” Scotty began.

      She cut him off with a well-placed warning look.

      I began to tick off the various adversities and indignities on my fingers. “Battles. Storms. Pirate parlay. A pack of Nandi bears. Cyclones. Threats from the king. More storms. Sword fights and ship chases with First Sea Lord Hickinlooper. Attempted murder. Tsunami waves. Ghosts. A giant, flying carnivore. Too many mysteries⁠—”

      “Don’t forget seasickness,” Stubbs grumbled. The ship’s carpenter was polishing his peg leg while his pet yellow rooster perched on the end.

      I jabbed a finger toward him. “Actually, I’d very much like to forget that part. So let’s not mention it ever again, but thank you. Yet another mortification thrust upon me by these circumstances. But this? This! This is where I claw the line.”

      A small, fat cat with long, black fur purred as he curled around my legs, doing his best to trip me. “I taught her that. Not that any of you primates can understand me. But I want it noted for the record. I. Taught her. That line. Me, Sir Dedrick Bartholomew Pocock O’Doherty the Third, direct descendent of the Egyptian cat goddess Bastet.”

      “Do be quiet, Pooky,” Tomas drawled as he leaned against the guardrail and winked at me.

      I didn’t do as good a job at ignoring my fellow water witch. He of the inappropriate winks. I stopped pacing and attempted to deliver my La Look to the gathered crewmembers.

      Tricky clicked her teeth against her pipe’s stem and shook her head. Tomas winced.

      McCormick the master gunner took a break from cleaning his muskets and swords. He eyed me while leaning toward Tricky. “Somethin’s wrong with her eyes again.”

      “Nah,” Stubbs said, holding up his peg leg with an almost satisfied expression. “She be tryin’ her look on us.”

      “Looks like she’s practicin’ a facial twitch,” Scotty said.

      “Cock-a-doodle-do!” the yellow rooster crowed.

      “You can all stop with the critique,” I retorted, settling for a decent glare. It wasn’t up to the lethal level of Tricky’s La Look, but it was worthy of my grandmother, Penelope Evian Puddlewick, Grand Dame of the Wavily Witch Clan, and that had to count for something. “I haven’t quite mastered it⁠—”

      Tricky snorted. “Not even close.”

      “Ye’ll need at least a decade,” Stubbs added.

      “If you’re lucky,” McCormick said, then busied himself with cleaning one of his many weapons. The man didn’t move without at least a few muskets, knives and swords strapped to him. I was pretty certain he slept with them as well.

      “Fine!” I resisted the urge to fling up my arms. “We all agree. My La Look doesn’t approach Tricky’s lofty standard. But that doesn’t change the simple, scandalous fact.” I held up a finger. “We’ve run out of tealeaves. And that, buccaneers, is unacceptable.”

      There was a general murmur of agreement, quickly hushed when Tricky raised her eyebrows. “Don’t you sea dogs have better things to be doing?” she barked. “As for you, Miss Storm. We’ll be in Mombasa soon enough. You’ll get your tea, I promise, and then some.”

      It sounded ominous, so I focused on the good news: land, tea and a break from pirating.

      “Aye, tea, an’ some blasted sandpaper,” Stubbs said, holding up a tattered piece that had seen better days long ago.

      “Quill, add that to the list,” Tricky ordered. “Sandpaper. Tealeaves⁠—”

      “In copious quantities,” I interrupted.

      “Right. What else am I missing?”

      “Food,” Pooky mewed. “And cream. Tell her to buy, borrow or steal lots of cream.”

      McCormick cleared his throat. “Tobacco, cap’n.”

      Tricky snapped her fingers. “Of course. How could I forget? Thank you, McCormick.”

      “O’ course, Trick— I mean, cap’n. Cap’n Tricky.” His tongue twisted on itself, and he blushed.

      Scotty chuckled from behind the safety of the helm. Stubbs grumbled about indecent levels of blasted public displays of blasted affection.

      I tended to agree with Stubbs’ sentiments in this regard, and decided I had better things to do than be witness to the sheer awkwardness of whatever was going on between Tricky and McCormick.

      Not that it was any secret anymore. The gold was out of the proverbial treasure chest, so to speak. At least they had the decency to keep it more or less out of sight. But sometimes McCormick couldn’t resist himself. Like now. A sloppy smile stretched across his face as he stared adoringly at Tricky.

      “He looks like a dog at dinner time,” Pooky said, his tale twitching as he sat neatly next to me.

      “He looks nothing like a dog,” I said under my breath.

      “Is that cat being rude again?” Tricky demanded.

      Like most humans, Tricky couldn’t understand familiars, but Pooky wasn’t a complicated cat. If he wasn’t eating or sleeping, he was most likely being rude.

      “He was merely praising your excellent leadership,” I said.

      Tricky studied Pooky, then me. “I find that highly unlikely.” She spun on her heel and marched back to her cabin.

      “That was a close one,” Pooky said. “For a second, I thought she was going to make me walk the plank. You wouldn’t let her do that, though, would you?”

      I sauntered away from the cat, deciding no answer was the best answer.

      “Your silence is disconcerting,” Pooky wailed as he waddled after me. “Unacceptably so.”

      I leaned against the guardrail and stared out at the open ocean. When I’d first stowed away on The Pink Pearl, I’d found such an open vista unnerving compared to the murky, filthy confines of London. I’d actually missed the powdered wigs, coal dust and body odor that seemed as much a part of fashion under Queen Victoria as the excessively flouncy dresses women suffered with.

      Not anymore. Now the fresh air, the uninhibited horizon, the glorious colors, the practical dress code, and the freedom of movement exhilarated me almost as much as a decent pot of tea.

      We were following the East African shoreline from the Gedi ruins which we’d just left, sailing south toward Mombasa Port where we would replenish our much-dwindled supplies.

      I was looking forward to our arrival, and not just because of the promise of more tealeaves. Tricky had promised us all shore leave, a proper holiday. As Stubbs frequently reminded us all, the last time we’d anchored the ship didn’t count. Yes, a group of us had momentarily enjoyed the soft white sand and fresh fruit.

      But we’d been on a job for Santa, helping one of his elves retrieve a powerful artifact. So of course we’d had all sorts of misadventures, including close encounters with a prehistoric monster, and kidnapping ghosts (not to be confused with goats).

      No, I quietly reassured myself, this was going to be a proper shore leave. I imagined myself enjoying the dramatic, Indian Ocean sunsets. Taking leisurely strolls on the beach. Exploring the various Mombasa markets. Purchasing sufficient quantities of tealeaves to last at least a year, as well as ingredients for potions, lotions and other medical solutions which were required by the ship doctor.

      Not that I had any qualifications to be a doctor of anything. But I was without a doubt the nearest thing to one, given my witchly training. Especially as the ship’s previous medical officer had been an expert in woodworking. I glanced over at Stubbs and shuddered. Given the alternatives, my fellow crewmembers were more than happy to have me administer to their health issues, rather than the grumbly carpenter.

      “What’re you looking forward to the most?” Tomas said as he sidled up to me. “Apart from the tea, I mean.”

      “As obtaining tealeaves is my first, second, and third priority, I don’t know what you mean,” I chided.

      “I hear the markets are amazing.” Tomas turned around and leaned against the guardrail to stare at the East African shoreline. “And the beach, too. I wouldn’t mind some beach time that doesn’t involve running away from monsters and angry admirals.”

      “As long as we don’t have to walk on any of that white, granular stuff that gets under my claws,” Pooky said, “I’ll accept being carried to shore.”

      “There’s going to be lots of sand,” I reassured him.

      He hissed and scratched at my boots. “Now you’re just being nasty. Wait, are you serious?”

      “Very.”

      Tomas tapped Pooky on the nose. “But don’t feel you have to join us. We’re okay leaving you on the ship.”

      “You mean you’ll go without me?”

      “It’s not the worst idea,” I said.

      Pooky sniffed and wiggled his whiskers. “It absolutely is. Do you really think I’d let the two of you wander around Mombasa without a chaperone? Without me, you’d never survive.”

      “He has a point, Mr. Tomas,” I said. “It’s nothing short of a miracle that we’re still breathing. Thank heavens we have Pooky to protect and guide us.”

      Pooky placed his front paws on my knees and hissed. His eyes were two yellow slits against his silky black fur. “You know sarcasm is the lowest form of humor.”

      “But still delicious,” I said.

      “Humph. I see where I’m not wanted.”

      A baby crocodile wriggled out of my pocket, its small jaws creaking open. “My mama!”

      “Margo,” Pooky said, trying to slink away. “You silly little gecko. Stay away from me.”

      Pooky wasn’t fast enough. My reptilian familiar leaped out with remarkable dexterity and landed on the cat’s back. She gripped on tight, as if anticipating the reaction such an invasion of personal space would provoke.

      “Oh, the humiliation,” Pooky grumbled. “What I have endured. How I suffer in silence.” He waddled below deck — no doubt to seek solace in the galley — all the while reciting the impressively long list of complaints he’d suffered.

      “Maybe we really should leave him behind this time,” Tomas suggested.

      “Tempting,” I replied. “So very tempting.”

      “Port ahoy!” Monks, the young assistant gunner, called out from the crow’s nest.

      “Hurrah!” the crew shouted. The level of activity on the main deck increased dramatically.

      I studied the shoreline, enjoying my first glimpse of Mombasa. A large fort jutted out of the landscape, towering over the beach. Its thick stone walls silently dared anyone to attempt an attack. The late afternoon light cast a mellow golden glow on the scene.

      Tomas stood by my side, glancing furtively at me.

      “What is it, Mr. Tomas?” I huffed.

      “You’re not still angry with me, are you?”

      I stared at the fort, not seeing it. Instead, I saw Tomas’ name scrawled across a page in my journal. Lord Percival Paaveling Wavily Moats. My ex-fiancé. The water witch my grandmother had arranged for me to marry without so much as a query into my preferences.

      It wasn’t Tomas’ fault she was a meddlesome old witch and a terrible matchmaker. But he had kept the truth from me for most of our acquaintance.

      “Miss Storm?”

      I pursed my lips. “I believe we’ve moved past that.”

      “Really?”

      “Shall I call you Lord Moats?”

      He shuddered. “Tomas will suffice, thank you.”

      “That’s a relief. I was worried you might start putting on pretentious airs, and we’d have to make you walk the plank or some such punishment. You’re a pirate now, after all, not a lord.”

      “True, however⁠—”

      “What is that building?” I gestured to the fort.

      “Fort Jesus. It was built by the Portuguese. Are you sure you don’t want to discuss⁠—”

      “Mr. Tomas, enough! I…” Turning to face him, I prepared to deliver a hard glare, or at least an irritated frown. But his anxious expression caught me off guard. “Of course I forgive you, entirely and completely. Will that suffice?”

      He started to smile.

      “Grand. Now that we’ve finished with that topic, shall we focus on the fort? The architecture is thoroughly delightful.”

      “You clearly haven’t been inside it,” Tomas said, smirking.

      “I intend to change that. What are your plans for your shore leave?”

      “Keep Pooky out of trouble.”

      “An excellent use of your time.”

      “Speaking of Pooky, how’s he managing with that inconvenient thing called the truth?”

      I snickered, remembering our last adventure. Pooky had been convinced the villagers worshipped cats until the chief disabused him of the notion. “He informed me that cats don’t suffer from identity crises. He also insisted that while humans may not recognize his divine origin, he was and remains a direct descendent of some Egyptian cat goddess. Starts with a B.”

      “Bastet, was it?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Ah. So his ego is as inflated as always.”

      “Infuriatingly so.”

      Tricky exited her cabin and strode toward us, a determined glint in her eye. I groaned, and Tomas tilted his head back as if to avoid the unavoidable.

      “You two,” she said.

      “You promised everyone shore leave,” I reminded her.

      “And you’ll get it. After you escort Elf to his rendezvous. Lest you forget, he still has to hand over the artifact to Hickinlooper’s agent. The sooner we can be rid of him and finished with Santa’s assignment, the better.”

      “Hmm. I’m sure Elf can handle it on his own,” I said, not sure of it at all. “Santa didn’t ask us to escort him, only to give him a ride to the port.”

      “I’ll still feel better if we kept an eye on Elf until it’s all done.” Tricky glanced between the two of us. “I don’t see why that’s a problem. You’re planning on going to the marketplace, anyway, aren’t you?” She didn’t wait for me to reply but turned around and headed for the quarterdeck, barking orders on the way.

      Tomas nudged me, a sly smile creeping across his face. “Come now, Miss Storm. It’s a straightforward assignment. What⁠—”

      I held up a warning finger. “Don’t you dare say it.”

      “Could possibly go wrong?”

      I groaned. “You just had to ask, didn’t you?”
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      The crew crowded on the pier, happily waving at the unfortunate few who had to remain behind to guard the ship. The guards would get their chance when the next shift returned to replace them, but that didn’t brighten their gloomy expressions.

      “I’ll wager we won’t be back anytime soon,” Scotty called out mockingly, laughing at Quill’s scowl.

      “If you’re not careful,” I said, “Tricky might send you back on board permanently.”

      Scotty shrugged, feigning indifference but scuttling away from the captain in case she decided to do just that. Tricky was too busy issuing orders to notice.

      “I thought this was supposed to be shore leave,” Tomas complained quietly.

      “Aye, it is, after we finish with procurement,” Scotty explained. “Pantry’s just ‘bout empty. Can’t be sailin’ on an empty ship, now can we?”

      I didn’t listen too closely to Tricky’s instructions as I was sure some of the procurement involved activities that were less than legal. Santa had paid us well for our last job, but not well enough to restock the entire ship, make a few minor repairs, purchase more armaments, and the like. The crew needed to engage in thievery and other underhanded approaches to acquire all the necessities. I preferred to be ignorant in case the wobbly arm of the law caught up to us.

      I glanced toward shore, wishing Tricky would dismiss us. Although it was late afternoon and the sun was sinking low over the town, the humid heat prickled on my skin, urging me to find shade or cool water.

      “Ready to buy that tea?” Tomas asked.

      The thought of replenishing my private stash brightened my mood even more than the clear blue sky, the salt-scented breeze, and the whiff of spices. I had enough coin in my pocket that I wouldn’t have to resort to any behavior that might come across as felonious. “Absolutely.”

      “Miss Storm, Mr. Tomas,” Tricky said, ignoring my soft sigh of disappointment. “Don’t forget your assignment. You’re escorting Elf to his rendezvous, where you’ll ensure he successfully hands over the artifact to Hickinlooper’s agent. After that, you’re free to loiter, litter, purchase tea, and whatever else the two of you want to get involved in.”

      There were a few snickers from our fellow pirates. I attempted to glare them into silence. My feeble efforts only made Scotty laugh harder.

      “She’s tryin’ that there look o’ the cap’n’s,” he said, hooting.

      “She should try harder,” Tricky said. “Practice is required, Miss Storm.”

      “Yes, captain,” I muttered, wishing I’d snuck off the ship the moment we were close enough to shore for me to swim.

      Elf skipped over to us. “Ready!”

      “Good.” I looked the lanky young man up and down. “Let’s make this quick.”

      “Quick an’ easy as easy gets! Meet the agent, hand o’r the thing, an’ go!” Elf spoke in exclamation marks.

      “Aren’t you forgetting something?” I asked.

      Squidly stumbled toward us, a canvas bag in his arms. The short, rotund pirate’s timing was impeccable even if his sense of balance wasn’t. He tripped at the last moment and collapsed at my feet. He barely swiveled in time to keep the bag from crashing onto the deck. “The artifact, miss. I got it.”

      “If you didn’t break it,” McCormick said.

      Squidly clambered to his feet, grinning as he squeezed the bag to his chest. “Nope. I bundled it up good with scrap rags. Just in case anyone dropped it, or bumped it against a wall, or rolled down the stairs.”

      “That’s most thoughtful of you,” I said.

      The man blushed a happy pink, avoiding my gaze as he handed the bundled artifact to Elf. At the last second, he lost his grip. The bag slipped from his hands. I grabbed a corner before he fumbled it completely. Tomas helped me transfer it to Elf’s more dependable hands.

      “Be more careful,” Pooky muttered, clinging to me. “You almost dropped me.”

      “Right.” Tricky spun on her heel, studying each of us. “I don’t need to tell you that this here is part of a British colony.”

      “Boo,” several pirates called out.

      “So we don’t want to be caught for piracy or theft or any such activity that goes against Queen Victorian’s royal edicts or the law,” she continued. “That said, I want the ship fully stocked and loaded by tomorrow evening. Until then, enjoy your shore leave.”

      “Hurrah!” the crew shouted. Even the dismal ones left guarding the ship cheered.

      A burly sailor jogged past us and muttered in a thick, almost incomprehensible accent, “Ye wanna be ‘voidin’ th’ town market fer a bit.”

      “Did he say avoid the market?” I asked. “That’s not going to happen. I have a tea chest to refill.”

      “Why’s that?” Stubbs asked.

      “Because it’s empty,” I replied.

      The sailor slowed down, turning to face us. “Sea Lord’s in there.”

      “Bother,” I muttered.

      “Aye, he be like the plague,” Stubbs said, “always showin’ his blasted face where he’s not wanted.”

      “As opposed to where he is wanted?” Tomas asked.

      “Aye.”

      “The plague’s never wanted,” I said.

      “Neither is Mr. Fancy Pants Hickinlooper,” Stubbs said.

      “Hurrah!” the crew cheered.

      “Why’s the Sea Lord in the market?” Tricky asked the sailor. “He never does his own shopping.”

      “Been chasin’ a lizard, or so I hear,” the sailor said over his shoulder as he continued down the pier.

      “A lizard?” I looked at Tomas as if he might understand the man’s thick accent.

      He shrugged. “You know how sailors are. Prone to exaggeration and the sort. Why would anyone chase a lizard? Especially Hickinlooper. I doubt he chases anything himself. That’s what his agents are for.”

      “A good point.” Tricky puffed thoughtfully on her pipe. “Right. Change of plans.”

      Everyone groaned.

      “It seems the Sea Lord isn’t content with sending his agents to do the dirty work,” she continued, ignoring our unhappiness. “If he really is in the market, we need to be even more careful than usual. So everyone has to stay on the beach and avoid the town center until McCormick and I get more information.”

      “Oops,” Squidly said.

      “What do you mean, oops?” Tricky barked.

      Squidly hunched away from her. “I mean oops, Khalid’s already gone to the market.”

      Tricky closed her eyes. I mentally counted backward from ten. When I reached one, her eyes snapped open.

      “Right. Mr. Tomas, Miss Storm, go after Khalid and bring him back. We’ll keep a low profile until Hickinlooper leaves.”

      Elf held up the canvas bag. “But the job!”

      “We may encourage Hickinlooper to leave earlier if we hand over the artifact sooner,” I pointed out.

      The other pirates nodded and murmured encouragingly.

      “Good idea,” Tricky said. “New plan. You and Mr. Tomas will escort Elf to the rendezvous point, then let us know when the job’s done. But keep out of sight in case the Sea Lord accompanies his agent. Hickinlooper knows the two of you and definitely doesn’t like you.”

      Pooky sat up in my arms and puffed out his chest. “I can’t imagine why not. We’re so eminently likable.”

      “Speak for yourself,” I said.

      Pooky purred, “I always do.”

      “The rest of you.” Tricky glanced at the depressed crew. “Back to the ship until the evening.”

      “Blasted worst shore leave ever,” Stubbs grumbled.

      Scotty hurried after him. “Wager on how long they take?”

      “We won’t be long,” I promised. “We’ll hand over the artifact, wait for Hickinlooper to leave, then let you know it’s all safe.”

      “Because everything always goes according to plan,” Tomas added under his breath.

      “You’re not helping,” I said, then smiled at Stubbs. “We’ll be back before you know it.”

      Our fellow pirates didn’t look at all convinced by my forced enthusiasm, and I didn’t blame them. Our assignments tended to ignore the basic rules of time. If we said we were going on a day trip, we ended up gone for at least two days and night. So I carefully avoided any mention of exactly how long I thought it would take.

      In hindsight, that turned out to be a very good idea.
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      Tomas, Elf and I hurried down the labyrinth of narrow streets and alleyways that crisscrossed Mombasa, dodging around kiosks, piles of composting garbage, and the occasional donkey. The aroma of masala spice and fish permeated the air.

      The deeper we delved into Mombasa, the older the buildings, and the more ornately carved the wooden doors became. The Swahili architecture blended the various influences from the town’s international history. Arabic, Portuguese, British and African designs, textiles, food and clothing mingled together on the streets.

      The combination created a delightful and unique energy, vibrant but in a sleepy way. I couldn’t imagine anything getting overly energetic with the humid heat pressing on us from all sides. Old stone walls loomed close on either side, blocking out most of the direct sunshine. The shade didn’t lower the level of humidity, though, a fact Pooky complained about the entire way.

      “You know what humidity does to my beautiful fur,” he meowed into my ear as he curled up around the back of my neck like a particularly heavy scarf. “It frazzles it, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “It’s hard to do so, since you remind us constantly,” I said.

      “Yes, then you know how this damp heat makes a mess of it all. My fur doesn’t know if it wants to be straight or curly or frizzy. It’s an utter disaster. And my claws. My poor claws. They’re still recovering from our last shore leave. It’s coming to my attention that perhaps I should never leave the ship.”

      “What a great idea,” Tomas said.

      “I wasn’t discussing my problems with you, warlock,” Pooky said. “I’m focusing on a more sympathetic ear.”

      “And a more ticklish one,” I said, rubbing my ear as his whiskers prickled against them.

      “We’re almost there,” Elf said, leading us down another alley. The sound of countless voices in multiple languages drifted toward us.

      “Where are you meeting this agent?” Tomas asked.

      “Or are you meeting Hickinlooper himself?” I added, trying to ignore the tension that the Sea Lord’s name inspired in me.

      It wasn’t exactly fear that coiled along my shoulders. It was more a prickly awareness of the man’s stubborn refusal to die, or at least to retire. Instead, he defied storms, magic and flying prehistoric reptiles to chase us around the continent.

      His vitriol hadn’t started out as personal. It had been more like a general dislike for all pirates. But now… He’d singled me out as the pirate most likely to hang, or burn. Or both. We definitely weren’t on the best of terms. He also had a personal vendetta against Tricky and the rest of her crew. It was now his lifelong ambition to sink The Pink Pearl and all who dared sail on it. He was all in all an unsavory chap.

      “Not the Sea Lord,” Elf said, cheerfully skipping on the cobblestone-paved ground. “His agent.”

      Tomas and I exchanged concerned looks.

      “And this agent,” Tomas persisted. “You know who it is?”

      “Nope!”

      “So how will you know to whom to give the artifact?” I asked, dreading the answer.

      “I’ll just know! I’ll be at the meeting place.”

      “But—”

      “An’ whoever comes for the artifact, that’s who the agent is.”

      Tomas started to protest, but I interrupted him. “We’ll be paid either way, yes?”

      “Oh, yes! Santa’s paid already. Funds’re here, an’ Tricky knows where they are. Don’t worry, Miss Storm!”

      “I’m definitely worrying,” I reassured him.

      The alley opened up into a plaza crowded with stalls, humans, donkeys and small carts. Meats of various origins and dubious quality, spices, fabrics, ceramics, everything the region could offer was on sale. Including tea.

      “Oh, glorious substance,” I whispered when I spied a woman selling tealeaves.

      “I hope you’re referring to me,” Pooky said. “Although I don’t quite appreciate being referred to as a substance.”

      “Let’s finish with Elf,” Tomas said softly. “Then we can shop to your heart’s delight, or your purse’s ability, whichever finishes first.”

      “A most agreeable plan,” I said.

      Without hesitation, Elf bounced toward a set of heavy wooden doors surrounded by an intricately carved frame. Large metal bolts jutted out at us. One of the doors was slightly ajar, revealing a glimpse of the building’s inner courtyard.

      “Fort Jesus,” Tomas said as if announcing a visitor.

      “We’re meeting your agent here?” I asked, leaning against the wall. It was made of rough coral blocks.

      “Yup!” Elf bounded up a short flight of stairs to the doors. “Here, at the side door to Fort Jesus. Easy, simple. Hand over, and done is done.”

      I studied our surroundings, but the humans in the area ignored us. If any of them were Hickinlooper’s agent, they weren’t making it obvious. “How will you get back to Cape Town after this?”

      Elf shrugged, bouncing the precious artifact bundled up in the bag. “Not goin’ back. Other plans.”

      “As long as none of them involve The Pink Pearl, I’m okay with that.”

      Elf laughed, not at all bothered that the crew were unimpressed with Santa’s assignments. Perhaps he secretly agreed that Santa was an untrustworthy fellow, but he never indicated his true feelings.

      “Oh, Jeeves, I am terribly fatigued,” a posh British accent declared. “All this walking and standing on one’s feet and such. Do entertain me with the goat noises.”

      Pooky looked at me, alarmed. “Did he say goat noises?”

      Jeeves — a butler, I decided, or perhaps a poor relative with no other options but to act as the dutiful traveling companion — kept quiet. I turned around, my curiosity piqued.

      It wasn’t hard to pinpoint the terribly fatigued traveler requiring entertainment. A young man as pale as bleached cotton strolled toward us, a yellow parasol balanced over one shoulder. A handkerchief fluttered in the other hand. He wore
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