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      No matter how fast I ran, my pursuers always seemed to know where I was going. I dodged down alleys, zigged and zagged, and took the most confusing route to the port. But still I couldn’t shake them.

      I paused at a corner, out of breath, my limbs trembling. The cobblestones were hard under my bare feet.

      Why was I barefoot?

      No one walked barefoot on the streets of London. Certainly no civilized, well-bred, upper-class woman did, especially when she was the granddaughter of Penelope Evian Puddlewick, Grand Dame of the Wavily Witch Clan and permanent member of the European Witch Council. We had standards, after all.

      Grand Dame Puddlewick. Now I remembered why I was out on the streets in the dark early-morning hours, racing through sections of London I’d never seen before. She was chasing me.

      Her horse’s hooves smashed against the cobblestone, the clip clop echoing across the city. No one else noticed, because all sensible and even non-sensible people — humans and witches alike — were tucked away in bed, oblivious to the drama unfolding outside their windows.

      I reached the port area and gave up on my desperate efforts to lose my pursuer. The horse unerringly found my path. It was only a matter of moments before it arrived here, carrying my vengeful grandmother to me. Grand Dame Puddlewick would always find me, thanks to the lightning bolt curse she’d tossed at me. It was the only explanation why she was able to know where I was going.

      Almost there, I reassured myself. I lengthened my stride, ignoring the stitch that threatened to split me in half. Only a little farther, and then I would be safely aboard a pirate ship.

      Safe on a pirate ship? What an odd thing to think. Of course I wasn’t going on a pirate ship. I’d paid for passage on the SS Cedric, bound for the New World and my new life. Pirates had nothing to do with it.

      “I’ll find you, Storm Puddlewick of the Wavily Clan,” Grand Dame Puddlewick shouted. Her magically augmented voice echoed over the city and bounced off of the warehouses around me. “I’ll find you and drag you to the altar. You’ll marry Lord Percival Paaveling Wavily Moats, if it’s the last thing I do.”

      “But I don’t want to marry him,” I yelled, realizing too late that I should really keep my mouth shut.

      A horse rounded the corner ahead of me, its rider stiff-backed and glaring. “Too late. You can’t escape your fate.”

      “Give her La Look,” someone whispered in my ear.

      I glanced to my side. Olivia Twitchett “Tricky” Trickett, captain of The Pink Pearl, nodded at me. Smoke rings rose up from her pipe and encircled us in a mist.

      “How are you here?”

      “It doesn’t matter. Use your look, the one that drains men of courage.”

      “But this is Grand Dame Puddlewick. Nobody gives her La Look.”

      “They do if they’re a pirate. And you’re a pirate now.”

      “I’ve found you, wayward child,” my grandmother shrieked as the horse galloped toward me. “You will marry that warlock!”

      “I really wish you’d wake up,” another voice muttered. “Why can’t you sleep like a cat? We’re so quiet and dignified. Wake up, I said.”

      So I did. A heavy weight crushed my chest, and two furry paws pressed over my nostrils.

      I spat at the long fur and waved a black cat out of my face, then reached for a candle and matches. “Are you trying to suffocate me?”

      Pooky thought about it. “Humph. I’d sit on your face with a pillow if I wanted to do that. But who’d serve me cream every morning?”

      “Khalid?”

      “Oh. That’s a point. In that case⁠—”

      “Shush.”

      A voice lingered from the nightmare. It didn’t speak, just giggled. I massaged my forehead. I wanted to blame the thin, lumpy mattress of dubious cleanliness for the nightmares and the giggling I heard when no one was around. But my reality being what it was, I had to acknowledge the little voice had nothing to do with the bedding, and everything to do with recent events.

      Two lights blinked on. I rubbed my eyes, trying to clear the last vestiges of sleep. “What’re you two doing here?”

      The fireflies flittered upward, fluttering around the ceiling of my room — a pirate ship’s pantry — before winking out. I heard a faint giggling which trailed into silence.

      Sadly, the silence didn’t last for long.

      “Are you talking to yourself again?” Pooky asked.

      “I wish I were. I’d be guaranteed an intelligent conversation then.”

      “You were talking to those fireflies, weren’t you? You know they’re just insects. And insects don’t understand witches or cats. Which shows how low they are on the evolutionary scale. They’re even lower than humans.”

      I stared at the corner where the fireflies had disappeared. “I wonder if these are the same pair I saw on Treasure Island?”

      “Why would they be on the ship? There’s nothing here for them. The same cannot be said for me. I believe it’s breakfast time.”

      “I swear you’ve gained weight.”

      “Are you calling me fat?”

      “I’m calling you overweight.”

      “I’m not fat. I’m fluffy.”

      “You’re squashing my lungs.”

      Pooky slid off of me. “Another nightmare?”

      “This time, she caught me.”

      “Who?”

      “The grand dame.”

      “Why don’t you call her Granny?”

      “She didn’t allow me to call her that.”

      “Why would you call anyone that? How rude, even for you.”

      “No. I mean she didn’t want me calling her Grandmother or — the gods forbid — Granny.”

      “Humph.”

      “I’ll insist my grandchildren call me Granny.”

      “You need offspring first before you can have grand-offspring.”

      “I know.”

      “You mean you’re planning on producing spawn?” Pooky shuddered. “The world will never be the same.”

      “It’ll be better for it. And I swear I’ll do things differently with my own children. Plus, I’ll let my grandchildren call me Granny.”

      “I hope you don’t expect me to teach them everything. It’s difficult enough instructing one witch. But a whole flock of them? Unbearable.”

      “Can I go back to sleep?”

      “It continues to amaze me.”

      “What does?”

      “You have nightmares about your grandmother, yet have no issue when a ship of pirates kidnaps you.”

      “Rumor has it my grandmother intimidated Queen Victoria, which is absolutely believable. And to be fair, the pirates didn’t exactly kidnap me. I stowed away on their ship, remember? Anyway, we’re one of them since we signed The Pink Pearl’s Codex.”

      “Semantics. Do you want to hear about my nightmare?”

      “Do cats even have nightmares?”

      Pooky stared at me, his large yellow eyes unblinking against his black fur. “Dreams and nightmares are a sign of higher intelligence in a species. Of course cats have nightmares. I dreamed we were back on The Dolphin’s Kiss. Mrs. Montoya was dressing me up in clothes for human kittens⁠—”

      “You mean babies.”

      “The noisy, smell things. Yes. Then she made me sit in that miniature carriage babies use.”

      “A pram?”

      “I don’t care what it’s called. The whole experience was frightful.”

      “It wasn’t that bad. I wish I’d had time to sketch the scene. You looked adorable.”

      Pooky’s whiskers twitched. “I’ll pretend you didn’t say that. At any rate, she went a few steps farther in this dream. She made me eat mushy food. It was disgusting. How do baby humans tolerate it?”

      “As they have no teeth, they have no choice.”

      “Another serious design flaw in humans and witches alike.”

      “Is there any reason you stuffed your paws up my nose?”

      “For entertainment?”

      “It wasn’t amusing.”

      “If I’m going to be awake, I’m not going to be alone.”

      I rubbed my eyes. “You are as always the epitome of thoughtfulness and selflessness.”

      “That goes without saying.”

      “Why did you wake me up, Pooky?”

      “You mean, apart from the need to tell you about my own nightmare?”

      “Obviously.”

      “Or to stop you complaining about being chased?”

      “I talk in my sleep?”

      “Obviously. And in great and unnecessary detail, I might add.”

      “Noted.”

      “Oh, and you know that rotten egg your grandmother gave you? The one that supposedly has your perfectly suited familiar inside?”

      I rolled on my side and glared at the black cat. “You didn’t eat it, did you?”

      “It’s well past the expiry date, so of course not. But something’s wrong with it.”

      I flung off my blanket. “What?”

      “It’s cracked all over. And there’s a weird noise coming from it.”
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      I sat up too fast. The top of my head bumped against the lowest shelf in the pantry. Jars rattled, and I instinctively reached up to grab one before it fell.

      “What do you mean, it’s cracked and making a noise? What did you do?”

      Pooky’s eyes glowed bright yellow in the candlelight. “Me? Touch that rotten egg? You’ve been carrying it around since our grand escape. I offered to eat it the first day. Even the second. But you wouldn’t hear of it. And now? It’s been almost two weeks! There’s absolutely no way I’m going to touch it.”

      I rubbed my head and carefully sat back on my heels. “Then what’s wrong with it?”

      “Do I look like an egg expert?”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “I still question your decision to keep it. Who gives a chicken egg for a wedding present?”

      “My grandmother.”

      “She clearly doesn’t like you.”

      “It’s supposed to be my new familiar.” I picked up the candle and held it aloft as I searched through my meager possessions.

      I hadn’t run away from home with very much. A pair of my stepbrother’s pantaloons, a couple of shirts, and one dress. My shoes had been utterly destroyed while solving a murder on Treasure Island.

      I’d recently acquired a shiny, almost brand-new pair of knee-high boots that I was inordinately proud of. They were a gift from the pirate king to me, a thank you for solving a murder, thus ensuring he won the election and kept his crown. But it was too warm to wear them, so I spent most of the time barefoot while on the ship.

      The only possession I’d taken from home worth anything was the egg. It sat in a wicker box, the same box in which Grande Dame Puddlewick had given it to me.

      I squinted at the smooth surface. “Are you sure you didn’t touch it?”

      Pooky licked at his front paws. “Do my socks look a bit dirty to you? Honestly, life on a pirate ship has truly taken its toll. My claws are ragged. And don’t get me started about my socks! They used to be glowing white, a perfect contrast to my fur. But now⁠—”

      “Pooky.”

      “I may have brushed past it a little too fast, and my tail maybe knocked it against the wall by accident. Sort of.”

      I groaned and picked up the wicker box. Cradled inside on a bed of straw was an egg, and my future familiar, if my grandmother was correct. But when it came to matters relating to magic and water witches, she usually was. She was grand dame of our clan for a reason.

      “It’s cracked.”

      Pooky waddled toward the entrance of the pantry. “It wasn’t me. My tail’s strong but not that strong. And since you’re up, would you mind warming a bowl of cream for me? I could certainly use one right now. All of this stress and nightmares⁠—”

      Click, click.

      Pooky hissed. “That’s the noise. It must be possessed. Rotten and possessed. We should toss it over the rails and be done with it. Quick, before it does something.”

      I peered closely, lifting the candle and angling it so some light fell on the surface of the egg. “The cracks are growing.”

      “You can’t blame me for that.”

      “Pooky, it’s not broken.” I sat on my mattress, cradling the wicker box. “It’s finally happening.”

      “It’s so rotten, it’s about to explode?”

      “It’s hatching.”

      The black cat waddled back and sat next to me. “We should’ve thrown it out when we had the chance. Now we’re going to be haunted forever. No one ever listens to the cat. And I told you so.”

      “How exciting,” I breathed as more cracks appeared. My initial disappointment at receiving a chicken egg was long gone. This was it. The moment I finally met my familiar, the creature that would be my magical partner for life.

      Click, click, crack!

      “Don’t get angry with me if I happen to eat that chicken at some point in the near future,” Pooky said. “I am, after all, a cat. And not just any cat⁠—”

      “No eating my familiar, Pooky.”

      “I do wish you’d use my proper name. Aha! That’s what I’m going to teach your offspring as well as this familiar. To address me in an appropriate manner as Sir Dedrick Bartholomew Pocock O’Doherty the Third. I’ll also teach them to worship me and fetch me⁠—”

      “I see something.” I peered closer, brushing a finger against the widening crack.

      “You shouldn’t try to help it,” Pooky lectured. “It has to make it into the world on its own. Helping it only weakens it. And if it can’t make it, then it should never come out. That’s the way it is. Nature’s laws, not mine.”

      “Poppycock.”

      A small beak pushed at the crack. Crick! The fractures widened, and the egg fell apart. Pieces of shell cascaded away, revealing…

      Pooky pushed his nose over the box. “What’s that?”

      “I believe it’s a baby crocodile.”

      “It looks like a gecko. An ugly one.” The cat flicked a paw at the tiny reptile.

      “It’s not ugly. It’s beautiful. Hi, little fellow.” I stroked the back, smiling at the scaly skin. Large eyes blinked up at me.

      “You should kiss it. Maybe it’ll turn into something less ugly, like a prince.”

      “Nonsense.”

      “You’re right. It’ll probably turn you into a giant gecko. Don’t ever kiss it. There’s only so much ugly reptile a cat can handle.”

      “No one is turning anyone into anything.”

      Pooky wrinkled his nose. “You know crocodiles can’t chew their food, right? They have to swallow stones to aid digestion.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “I’m a cat.”

      “Obviously.”

      “All cats are descendants of the Egyptian goddess Bastet. You may bow before me now, witch.”

      “Keep fishing.”

      “Crocodiles are from Egypt. I’m descended from Egyptian divinity. Therefore, I know all about the crocodiles.”

      “I suppose you know all about the pyramids, the pharaohs and the Nile River?”

      “Naturally.”

      “None of that makes any sense.”

      “You’re a mere witch, descended from other witches. It takes a cat to understand these matters.”

      “What I understand is I have a familiar. Finally! Is it a boy or girl?”

      “I’m not looking.”

      “I think it’s a girl.”

      “How do you know?”

      “Just a feeling. I shall call her Margo.”

      “Congratulations.” Pooky hesitated. “I suppose… Well, now you have your familiar, you won’t be needing me around.” His head hung forward as he shuffled to the doorway.

      The baby crocodile widened her jaws, then snapped them shut. Still grinning, I closed my cupped hands around Margo to keep her warm. “What do you mean, I won’t be needing you?”

      Pooky sat in the doorway, his back to me. His whiskers drooped, and his tail didn’t have the same swish as it usually did. “Just that. You now have your precious familiar, the one who’ll fix your broken magic, solve all your problems, and make you a real water witch.”

      “First, I already am a real water witch. My familiar will help me focus better.”

      “Because your magic is broken.”

      “No, not⁠—”

      “Anyway, I suppose I shall leave you at the next port. You and Margo are best friends now, so why do you need a cat?”

      I sighed and returned the crocodile to her wicker box. Margo curled in a ball and stared at me. “I’m truly astounded.”

      “What about this time?”

      “You, abandoning me in my time of need. Who’ll make sure I don’t forget anything? Or teach me about crocodiles, cream and other important topics?”

      Pooky’s whiskers tilted upward. “Quite right you are. Since you insist, I suppose I’ll stay a bit longer. Someone has to make sure you don’t accidentally sit on that little beast. There’s no need for you to beg.”

      “How fortunate for me.”

      He turned around and padded back to the mattress. He plopped heavily on my lap and sniffed at the baby crocodile. “It still looks like a gecko.”

      The crocodile opened her eyes and creaked open her mouth. “Mama.”

      Pooky yanked his head back. “It… it spoke.”

      “Of course. She’s a familiar.”

      The crocodile clawed at the side of the wicker box. “Mama.”

      Pooky fell against me. “I hope it’s looking at you.”

      “I don’t think she is.”

      The crocodile wiggled out of the box and slithered toward Pooky. “Mama. Mama, mama, mama!”

      Pooky hissed, his fur standing on end as he rolled out of my arms and waddled out of the pantry. “There’s something wrong with your familiar. I’m not babysitting it, no matter how much you beg!”

      I tucked Margo back in her box, wondering how I was going to explain the presence of a baby crocodile to the captain. Pirates were a pretty tolerant sort, but a crocodile?

      “I’m sure they’ll be fine with you,” I whispered, crossing my fingers as I fell back asleep.
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      I knew something was amiss the moment I stepped into the mess hall. I hadn’t yet announced the baby crocodile in my pocket.

      Almost the entire crew of The Pink Pearl was crowded into the relatively small room, standing on and around the large table and two long benches. There was a reason we normally ate in shifts: we couldn’t all sit down at the same time in the mess hall. Plus, the ship always needed a few people attending to its needs.

      The only exception to the shift-based eating schedule was on Friday nights. We all had dinner together as per Stubbs’ agreement with the captain. The only location large enough to accommodate everyone was the main deck.

      Khalid and Khalif, the ship’s cooks, stood in front of the crew. At a glance, the Persian twins were indistinguishable from each other. But the difference was clearly visible in their dark eyes. Khalif had a mischievous gleam in his, as usual. Khalid’s eyes were soft and warm, although he looked like he was about to explode out of his skin. He jumped up and down on his heels, his smile wide.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, my hand slipping into my pocket to stroke Margo’s scaly hide.

      Captain Tricky smiled around her pipe stem. A puff of sweet-scented smoke drifted upward. “The lads here have something to tell you.”

      I took a step back. “If you’re wondering where the cream went, you’ll have to ask a certain feline.”

      Pooky sat on my bare feet, claws jutting out. “Sure. Blame the cat. Because you know these humans can’t understand me. But guess what? They adore me, which is even better. In fact, they practically worship me, as is befitting the direct descendent of the Egyptian cat goddess⁠—”

      “And look. Here he is.” I nudged Pooky off my feet.

      Khalid picked up Pooky and cradled the cat in his arms. “Who’s my favorite kitty cat? Light of my eyes, life of my soul.”

      Pooky glanced over at me, an expression of smug glee on his furry face.

      “We have to blindfold you,” Khalif announced, holding up a strip of cloth.

      “Hurrah!” the crew shouted.

      “Is that really necessary?” I asked, taking another step back. The pantry door didn’t have a lock on the inside, but perhaps I could hide in Tricky’s cabin?

      “It’s really needed,” Khalid said. “It’s part of the big surprise.”

      Scotty pulled out a leather purse and opened it up. “Takin’ wagers now. Will she, or won’t she?”

      “Don’t waste your money, Stubbs,” I ordered, shaking my head at the ship’s carpenter.

      The one-legged man scowled and put away his coin. “Blasted barnacles.”

      “Please?” Khalid asked, his eyes imploring. “Sister of my heart, delight⁠—”

      “Fine.” I held out my hand for the cloth.

      Khalif chuckled as he covered my eyes.

      “I should warn you I’m not very agreeable to surprises before I’ve had my first cup of tea,” I said.

      “It’s okay,” Khalid said. “There’s tea where we’re going.”

      Now I was worried. We were out at sea. Where could we be going that had tea apart from the mess hall or galley?

      The entire crew must’ve been in on the joke because there was a lot of whispering around me, and what could be mistaken for giggling. Except pirates didn’t giggle. It definitely wasn’t the pirate way.

      Khalid and Khalif stood on either side and held my hands, guiding me out of the mess hall and down the narrow hallway. We were heading toward the officers’ accommodations. Most of the crew slept in a dormitory-style room in hammocks. But the officers each had their own cabin, small though it may be.

      “Okay, we’re here.” Khalif laughed. “I can’t wait to see her expression.”

      More giggling and indistinct murmurs. Scotty fervently whispered to the others that now was their last chance to place a wager. I wasn’t sure what they were betting on, but the sailing master was very creative when it came to organizing bets. He’d once convinced people to place money on which piece of seaweed would reach the ship’s hull first.

      “After you, dear brother, light of my life.”

      “Oh, no,” Khalid murmured. “Please. After you. May my life be a sacrifice, solace to my heart.”

      Despite the cloth over my eyes, I knew exactly what was happening. The Persian brothers had explained it to me once.

      “Tarof," Khalid had said.

      Khalif had nodded. "Oh, yes. It’s a vital part of Persian culture.”

      “How vital?” I’d asked.

      “It’s the air we breathe."

      "The water we drink.”

      The explanation was as vague as it was poetic. But it boiled down to excessively good manners. The two brothers were arguing in a mixture of English and Persian about who should step through the doorway first. Neither wanted to presume they were allowed the honor of going first.

      Tricky harrumphed, her breath brushing against my bare neck, my spiky black hair still too short to cover it. “The two of you better sort this out right quick. We need to prepare for landing soon. I’ll not be standing around watching the two of you argue all day.”

      “How rude,” Khalid said.

      “So true,” Khalif agreed. “Shall we?”

      “We shall. Together. On the count of one.”

      “Can I take it off now?” I asked.

      Quill snickered behind me. “Depends what you’re takin’ off, lass.”

      “Good heavens,” I huffed and pulled off the cloth.

      We were standing at the open doorway of Khalid’s cabin. Except it no longer looked like the cabin of a pirate or a cook. For a start, it was tidy. The bedding was different, almost feminine. My bag was on the narrow bed, and a small tea set sat on the writing table.

      “Surprise!” Khalid and Khalif jumped in front of me, one of them clapping his hands, the other jumping up and down. “Your new cabin.”

      “Hurrah!”

      I turned around. The rest of the crew were crowded in the hallway, grinning and waiting for me to reply.

      “You’re serious? You’re giving me your cabin?”

      “It’s okay. We’re used to sharing a cabin,” Khalid said.

      “And there’s plenty of space for us in mine,” Khalif added.

      “This is…” I covered my mouth, sniffing back tears.

      “Marvelous?”

      “Brilliant. She means to say brilliant. It was my idea.”

      “No, mine.”

      “Ours.”

      “Generous,” I said. “This is incredibly generous.”

      Pooky crawled up onto the bed. “And it’s about time. I’ve had enough of sleeping in the pantry. It’s very undignified for one of my station.”

      Tricky leaned against the doorjamb. “Truth was we were tired of stepping over you to get at our supplies. You’re a very deep sleeper, and the lads were afraid to wake you up.”

      Other pirates nodded and murmured agreement.

      “Don’t listen to her,” Khalid said. “You sleep in as much as you want. We want you to be happy now that you’re part of our crew.”

      I blushed. “I didn’t realize I slept in that late.”

      Tricky clapped her hands twice. “Okay, enough standing around. We’ll be arriving in Wokovu by midmorning tea. Don’t you buffoons have work to do?”

      “Aye, aye, captain,” the pirates called out and pushed against each other in their haste to reach their work locations.

      I reached over and hugged the twins. “Thank you. This is the best gift ever.”

      “Except my presence, of course,” Pooky said and rolled across my new bed. “This isn’t too uncomfortable. It’ll do.”

      The cooks quickly left under Tricky’s disapproving gaze. She then turned to face me, and I suspected I was in trouble.

      “I’m looking forward to seeing Wokovu,” I blurted out. “How could I not after all the delightful tales you’ve all told me? The Swahili palace. A menagerie of exotic pets. The chief’s hundred wives. Camel milk. Especially the camel milk.”

      “Right.”

      “My egg hatched.”

      Tricky’s eyebrows tipped upward. “I’m not sure what to say to that.”

      “Wait until she sees what came out of that egg,” Pooky said.

      I reached into my pocket and retrieved Margo. “Here she is. My new… pet.”

      Tricky removed the pipe from her mouth. “That’s your pet?”

      “Yes.”

      “It looks like a baby crocodile.”

      “Because it is.”

      “Your grandmother gave you a crocodile.”

      “She’s unique that way.”

      Pooky snorted but was too busy curling up on my new pillow to interfere in the conversation.

      “Will it eat rats?”

      “I…” I glanced at Pooky. “I’m not sure what it eats.”

      “Train it to eat rats, or we’ll have to resort to arsenic since your cat is a useless rat catcher.”

      “Yes, I am,” Pooky meowed. I absolutely resemble that comment.”

      “Enough of that.” Tricky waved her pipe at Margo. “Now that you’re settled into new quarters, it’s time to discuss how you’ll make yourself useful on the ship. Everyone here works. And that includes the three of you.”

      “Oh, but Margo’s just a baby.”

      “True, and your cat does nothing but get fat.”

      “Fluffy. Not fat,” Pooky muttered.

      “So I suppose you’ll have to do the work of three, Miss Storm.”

      “That’s reasonable.”

      Tricky strutted into my new cabin, brushing a finger against a shelf and testing for dust. “Have you ever had a job before?”

      I gulped. “Grand Da… My grandmother focused more on training me.”

      “Which is a way of saying you’ve never worked before. What did she train you in? What skills do you have?”

      I froze. Up until now, I’d allowed the pirates to believe I was a typical upper-class young lady. I’d run away from home in order to escape an undesirable arranged marriage.

      It was all true. What I’d failed to mention was that I was a water witch, and had been training to take my place in water witch society. Grand Dame Puddlewick had been grooming me to eventually take over from her as leader of the Wavily Clan, a position I’d gladly turned my back on.

      Tricky clamped her teeth around her pipe. “I expect you must know a thing or two about herbs and plants.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “You figured out about the poisonous tea back on the island,” she reminded me.

      “Actually, that was me,” Pooky said. “Tell her I was the one who tipped you off about the poison.”

      “Yes, my grandmother taught me a lot about botany and anatomy.”

      “You know how to make healing tonics, then?”

      I almost corrected her. I knew how to make potions, and some of those had healing properties. I nodded instead. “I know a thing or two. My grandmother taught me a lot of spells. I mean recipes. She taught me recipes for tonics.”

      Fortunately, Tricky was no longer listening. She nodded, her gaze unfocused. “Then it’s settled.”

      “What is?”

      “We’ve been in need of a ship’s doctor ever since our last one passed on, God rest his soul.”

      “A…” I gulped. “A doctor? But I’m not qualified as a medical practitioner.”

      “Neither was he. But you’ve had more training in the matter than he ever did. Talk with the twins about a place to set up, what equipment and herbs you’ll need, and the like.”

      “But…” I glanced around the cabin, looking for an escape. A small porthole stared out at the vast expanse of ocean. “I can’t be a doctor. Who was providing medical services before I came?”

      “Stubbs.”

      “Stubbs? As in the carpenter?”

      “I don’t know any other Stubbs, do you?”

      “But he’s… Gracious, he’s a carpenter.”

      “Yes, as we’ve established.”

      “What does he know about medicine and healing?”

      “Very little, as it turns out. That’s why I’m relieving him of this onerous duty and putting it on you. Unless it comes to amputation. Stubbs is very effective in that line of work.”

      I staggered away from her. The back of my knees hit my bed. I collapsed on it. “Amputations.”

      “It happens from time to time. Not under my watch, mind you. I’m pretty good at avoiding trouble. And so far, it’s avoided me. So I don’t imagine we’ll be doing too many amputations under my captainship. But one never knows, so keep it in mind. He does the amputations. You do everything else medically required.”

      “I’m all astonishment.”

      “Get over it quick. And congratulations, Dr. Storm. I’m sure you’ll come in handy.” With that, the captain twirled on a boot heel and marched out of my cabin.
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