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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
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