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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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